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Dear  SCC  Participant, 


Slom  ! 

Welcome  to  participate  in  the  SEERI  Correspondence 
Course  (SCC)  which  now  offers  a  sériés  of  courses  in  Synac  Christ¬ 
ian  héritage  and  in  the  Syriac  language.  The  Syriac  Christian  tra¬ 
dition  is  an  important  stream  of  Christian  tradition  distinct  iom 

the  Western  (Latin)  and  the  Eastern  Byzantine  traditions.  Among 
the  Oriental  Christian  Churches  thosc  within  the  Syriac  liturgi- 
cal  tradition,  may  lie  said  to  hold  pridc  or  place,  since  they  are 
représentative  of,  and  to  some  degrce,  direct  heirs  to  the  Semitic 
'  world  out  of  which  .Çhristianity  sprang.  The  Scmitic  world  was 
the  cradle  of  Çhristianity.  The  people  among  whom  ît  was  born 
and  first  spread  and  developed  set  the  mark  of  tlicir  own  gemus 
on  ils  first  forms  of  expression  and  naturally  cnough  they  hâve 
continued  to  bc  the  most  fit  to  think  and  live  it  in  accordance 
with  what  it  was  from  the  begiuning.  The  West  lias  lost  at  leas 
something  of  the  more  liumanly  and  rcligiously  ample  charactcr 
of  early  Christian, révélation  and  an  expression  of  ils  own  original 
flavour  which  hâve  becnb.ctter  conscrvcd  intheSemitic  Christian 
East  The  Bible  itsclf  is  built  on  the  Semitic  tradition.  There- 
fore  an  understanding  of  the  Bible  in  the  Syriac  tradition  is  con- 
ductivc  to  a  better  understanding  of  the  original  Christian  ré¬ 
vélation  and  Christian  life.  So  wc  begin  our  Correspondence 
Course  with  a  course  on  ‘The  Bible  in  the  Syriac  Tradition  .  Wc 
believe  that  wc  cannot  get  a  more  suitablc  person  to  guide  tins 
course  than  the  Oxford  Profcssor  of  Scmitic  studics  Dr.  Sébastian 

P.  Brock. 


About  the  Autlior: 

Sébastian  P.  Brock  was  born  in  London,  U.  K  in  1938. 
After  his  éducation  in  Cambridge  and  Oxford,  he  taught  m  the 
Department  of  Theology  at  the  Univcrsity  of  Birmingam  and 
la  ter  in  the  Faculty  of  Oriental  Studies  at  the  Univcrsity  ofCam- 
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bridge.  Since  1974  he  is  profcssor  at  the  Orieintal  Institute  of 
thc  Universitv  of  Oxford.  He  has  written  extcnsivcly  in  lcarned 
journals  on  Syriac  subjects  and  has  publishcd  several  articles  and 
books.  Among  his  Works  are: 

—  The  Harp  of  the  Spirit:  Poems  of  St.  Ephrem  (1975,  1  983). 

—  The  Syriac  Version  of  the  Pseudo-Nonnos  Nlythological  Scho- 

lia  (Cambridge,  1976) 

—  The  Holy  Spirit  in  the  Syrian  Baptismal  Tradition 

(Syrian  Churchcs  Sériés  9)  (Poona  1979). 

—  The  Luminous  Eye  (Rome  1985). 

—  The  Syrian  Fathcrs  on  Prayer  and  the  Spiritual  Life  (Cistersian 

Studics  Séries  101)  Michigan  1987. 

—  The  Teaching  of  the  Syrian  Fathers  on  Prayer  (Syriac  Text) 

(Bar  Hebraeus  Vcrlag,  Holland  1987). 

Wc  liope  that  the  SCC  will  lead  you  to  the  thrill  of  a  great  tra¬ 
dition  of  learning  and  spirituality. 


Rev.  Dr.  GEEVARGHESE  PANICKER 
Director  of  SCC 


SECTION  I 


1.  How  do'es  thc  Bible  reach  us? 

When  wc  read  thc  Bible  today  vve  normillv  read  il  in  a 
.modem  printed  édition  and  in  a  modem  translation,  whether  it 
•be'in'Ënglish,  or  Malayalam,  or  some  other  language.  It  is  worth 
ïeflecting  how  these  printed  éditions  and  translations  came  into 
•being:  what  lies  behind  them,  and  how  do  they  influence  our 
understanding  of  what  the  ‘Bible’  Contains  and  says? 

Printed  Bibles  onlv  go  back  to  the  sixteenth  century.  Pre- 
vious  to  that  Bibles  had  to  be  copied  by  hand,  a  laborious  and 
slow  proccss.  The  invention  of  printing  had  two  important  con¬ 
séquences  for  the  Bible:  in  the  first  place,  printing  lias  made  it 
•possible  for  Bibles  to  be  circulated  much  more  widely  and  much 
more  cheaply;  and  secondly,  printing  lias  helped  to  standardize 
the  arrangement  and  contents  of  the  Bible.  YVe  shall  lie  looking 
at.  some  of  the  conséquences  of  this  revolutionary  invention  below. 

The  manuscript  Bible  was  rarely  a  complété  Bible,  for  nor- 
mally  a  biblical  manuscript  would  only  contain  part  of  the  Bible, 
•sucli  as  the  Gospels,  or  may  be  the  whcle  New  Testament.  Each 
’book  would  lie  devided  into  chapters,  but  several  different  Sy¬ 
stems  of  chapter  divisions  were  current;  thus,  for  examplc,  the 
chapter  division  in  Syriac  and  in  Greck  manuscripts  differs  from 
'that  in  our  printed  Bibles.  The  chapter  division  familiar  to  us 
today  in  printed  Bibles  in  fact  belongs  to  the  Latin  translation 
by  Jerome,  known  as  the  Vulgàte;  though  the  System  was  only 
devised  in  the  Middle  Ages,  it  was  adopted  in  the  printed  text 
of  the  Bible  in  ail  languages  in  the  sixteenth  ccntury,  and  so 
this  panicular  System  has  now  become  universal.  Manuscript 
Bibles  in  languages  other  than  Hebrew  also  lacked  any  form  of 
verse  division:  our  présent  verse  divisions  in  the  Old  Testament 
dérivé  from  the  Hebrew  Bible,  and  these  were  introduced  into 
îprinted  Bibles  in  ail  languages  in  the  course  of  the  sixteenth  cen¬ 
tury.  In  the  New  Testament  the  verse  divisions  and  numberings 
were  first  introduced  in  some  of  the  first  printed  éditions  of  the 
Grcek  text. 
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Manuscript  Bibles  in  ail  languagcs  cxccpt  Hcbrcw  wcre  in 
book,  or  ‘codex’,  form.  For  purposcs  of  studv  the  Jcws  vvoultl 
also  vvritc  ont  the  Hebrew  Bible  in  codex  form,  but  for  liturgical 
use  in  Synagogue  they  always  wrote  out  the  text  on  scrolls  .(a 
practice  which  still  exists).  The  scroll  is  in  fact  a  inuch  older  in¬ 
vention  than  the  codex.  The  codex  only  came  to  be  widcly  used 
for  literary  texts  in  the  early  centuries  of  the  Christian  era,  and 
it  seems  that  Christians  helped  popularize  the  ticw  format  by  first 
employing  it’for  writing  out  biblical  texts  in  Greek.  The  codex 
lias  many  advantages  over  the  scroll:  in  particular,  the  codex 
is  inuch  easier  to  use,  and  it  can  hold  very  much  more  text  than 
a  scroll. 

Bcfore  the  invention  of  the  codex  pcoplc  had  .  invariably 
used  the  scroll;  thus,  for  cxamplc.  the  biblical  manuscripts  in 
Hebrew  found  at  Qumran,  on  the  Dead  Sea,  arc  ail  in  scroll  form 
(they  date  from  about  the  second  ccntury  BC  to  the  first  century 
A  D).  This  mcans  that  the  original  authors  of  the  various  biblical 
books  will  hâve  first  written  their  books  down  on  scrolls,  rather 
than  in  book  form,  in  codices.  This  almost  ccrtainly  applies  to  the 
authors  of  the  New  Testament  books  as  wcll  as  to  those  of  the  Old 
Testament. 

•>'<  The  biblical  manuscripts  from  Qumran,  which  corne  boni  *- 
a  collection  of  texts  often  known  as  the  “Dead  Sea  Scrolls  ,  arc 
the  oldcst  surviving  biblical  manuscripts  in  Hcbrcw.  Most  of 
them  arc  very  fragmentary,  and  the  earliest  complété  biblical 
manuscripts  in  Hcbrcw  date  from  very  much  latcr,  from  the 
tenth  ccntury. 

The  books  of  the  Hebrew  Bible  (the  Christian  Old  Testa¬ 
ment)  were  translated  by  Jcws  into  Greek  in  the  third  and  second 
centuries  BC.  This  collection  of  translations  came  to  be  known 
as  the.  Septuagint  (Seventy)  since  an  early  tradition  claimed.  that 
the  Pentateuch  had  been  translated  into  Greek  at  Alcxandria  by 
seventv  translators  from  Palestine.  1  he  Greek-speaking  pai  t  ol 
the  carlv  Church  took  over  this  translation  from  the  Jews,  and 
in  duc  course  the  Jcws  themselves  abandoncd  it.  A  Tcw  small 
fragments  of  the  Septuagint  from  the  second  and  first  centuries 
B  C  survive,  but  the  earliest  complète  manuscripts  ai  e  Cluistian 
oucs  of  the  fourth  and  fifth  centuries  and  latex. 
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Jcvvs  also  translatée!  the  Hebrew  Bible  into  '  Aramaic,  and 
these  translations  are  known  today  as  the  Targums.  Fragments 
of  a  pre-Christian  Targum  to  Job  hâve  been  found  at  Qumran, 
but  the  other  Targums  which  survive  probably  originated  in  the 
carly  centuries  of  the  Christian  era,  and  the  manuscripts  contain- 
ing  them  are  ’almost  ail  late  médiéval  (twclfth  to  sixteenth  cen- 
.  tury).  Jews  mav  also  hâve  translated  some  books  of  the  Bible 
into  an  Aramaic  dialect  resembling  Syriac  (Syriac  originated  as 
the  local  Aramaic  dialcct  of  Edessa),  and  these  were  then  taken 
over  by  the  ■  carly  Syriac-spcaking  Christian  -community  to 
form  the  beginnings  of  the  Pcshitta  Old  Testament.  The  earliest 
complété  manuscript  of  the  Syriac  Old  Testament  belongs  to  the 
sixth  or  seventh  century. 

Modem  translations  of  the  Bible  are  mâde  from  particular 
éditions  of  the  Hebrew  Old  Testament  and  .Greek  New  Testa¬ 
ient.  Surviving  manuscripts  of  the  Hebrew  Bible  hâve  a  re- 
markably  uniform  text,  and  so  therc  is  very  littlc  différence  bet- 
ween  one  édition  of  the  Hebrew  Bible  and  another;  it  is  likely  the 
that  précisé  form  of  the  Hebrew  Itext  as  we  know  it  goes  back  to 
an  authoritative  édition  produced  about  the  end  of  the  first  cen¬ 
tury  A  D.  Bcfore  that  date  there  was  evidcntly  a  certain  amount 
of  variation  between  different  manuscripts. 

In  contrast  to  the  Hebrew  Bible,  manuscripts  of  the  Greek 
Old  Test'  ment  (Septuagint)  and  the  Greek  New  Testament  may 
differ  from'  one  another  considerably  in  details ’of  wording,  and 
so  modem  editors  hâve  used  the  earliest  available  manuscripts 
in  order  to  provide  their  l  eaders  with  a  text  as  close  as !  possible 
1  to  the  text  written  down  by  the  original  authors.  This  is  by  no 
means  a  simple  task,  and  as  a  resuit  different  éditions  of  the 
Greek  New  Testament  will  often  hâve  slightly  different  texts. 
In  most  cases  these  modem  éditions  will  differ  in  many  small  ways 
from  sixtcenth-ccntury  éditions,  whose  editors  mostly  relied  on 
rather  late  manuscripts.  These  différences  arc  reflectcd  in  the 
various  English  translations:  one  can  easily  discover  this  by  com- 
paring  a  passage  in  the  King  James  version,  made  in  the  seven- 
teenth  century,  with  any  twentieth  century  English  translation. 

■  •  •  i 

As  we  shall  see,  manuscripts  of  the  standard  Syriac  Bible 
àrc  remarkably  uniform  in  character;  in  this  respect  they  are  com- 
parable  to  Hebrew  biblical  manuscripts,  and  unlike  Greek  ones. 
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Fashions  in  biblical  transaltion  change  ovcr  the  course  of 
lime.  Twenticth-ccntury  biblical  translators  approach  thcir  task 
very  differently  from  the  way  in  vvhich  the  ancicnt  translatons- 
wcnt  about  their  work.  The  aims  and  the  sclf-understanding  of 
ancicnt  and  of  modem  biblical  translators  ivere  radically  differ¬ 
ent.  One  can  gencralize  and  say  that  the  ancient  translater  was 
oriented  towards  the  original  text,  vvhile  the  modem  translator  is 
oriented  towards  the  reader.  As  a  resuit  of  this  different  orient¬ 
ation  the  ancient  translator  translates  with  great  deference  to¬ 
wards  the  original  text,  striving  to  render  il  ‘word  for  Word’, 
even  if  this  may  soinetimes  resuit  in  ‘nonsense  translations’;  in 
contrast,  the  modem  translator  seeks  to  render  the  text  intelli¬ 
gible  to  bis  reader  and  as  a  conséquence  lie  translates  ‘sense  for 
sensé’,  rallier  than  ‘word  for  Word’;  and  he  will  avoid  at  ail  costs 
any  nonsense  translations.  Ancicnt  translations  will  tlius  tend  to 
be  more  literal,  and  modem  oncs  more  frec  and  interprétative. 
Witliin  each  type  of  translation,  the  more  literal  and  the  more 
li  ce,  there  is  in  fact  t  lie  possibility  of  great  variety,  as  wc  shall  sec 
latcr  ou,  in  connection  with  the  Syriac  Bible. 

Virtually  ali  carly  biblical  translations,  into  whatever  Ian- 
guage.  are  basicaliy  text-oriented.  rallier  than  rcader-orientcd. 
VVhen  did  biblical  translation  change  its  practice  and  becornc 
rcader-oricnted?  Riglit  up  to  the  end  of  the  Europcati  Middle  Ages 
Word  for  word  translation  remained  the  norm  for  biblical  transla¬ 
tion,  and  it  was  only  in  the  sixteenth  century  that  practice  chang- 
ed.  Tlicre  arc  good  rcasons  for  linkiiig  this  important  shift  with 
the  invention  of  printing. 

Before  the  invention  of  printing  l lie  main  contcxt  in  which 
the  Bible  was  read  was  during  church  services,  but  after  the  inven¬ 
tion  of  printing  it  becamc  much  more  available  to  be  read  by 
individuals  at  home.  Silice  manv  passages  in  the  Bible  are  cx- 
tremcly  obscure,  this  new  situation  gave  risc  to  problems  for  the 
Church,  ail  the  more  so  silice  it  coincided  in  lime  with  the  move- 
ment  for  reform  in  Europe.  As  long  as  the  reading  of  the  Bible 
was  Iargelv  confined  to  the  context  of  the  liturgy.  the  Church  was 
able  to  exercise  its  authority  in  matters  of  scriptural  interprétation 
since  biblical  readings  could  bc  accompanicd  by  homilctic  expia- 
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nation.  Once  howevcr  thc  Bible  had  bccomc  readily-  availablc 
outsidc  thc  liturgy  there  was  no  longer  any  rncans  of  control 
over  how  thc  Bible  was  to  be  interpreted,  and  in  the  course  of 
thc  Reformation  period  in  Europe  ail  sorts  of  extravagant  inter¬ 
prétation  began  to  circulate.  There  were  two  main  réactions  to 
this  abuse  of  the  Bible  at  thc  time:  thc  Roman  Ca.tholic  Church 
tried  to  minimize  thc  use  of  thc  Bible  outsidc  the  context  of 
church  services,  thus  rcducing  thc  danger  of  misguided  interpré¬ 
tation  of  the  Bible  by  individuals.  The  Reformation  Churches, 
on  the  other  hand,  dealt  with  the  problem  it)  cpiitc  a  different 
way,  by  adopting  a  complctelv  new  attitude  towards  biblical 
translation  itself:  from  the  time  of  St.  Jerome  (latc  fourth  ccntury) 
to  the  end  of  the  European  Middlc  Ages  (fifteenth  century)  thc 
idéal  aiined  at  by  ail  biblical  translators  had  hecn  (as  wc  hâve 
scen)  a  ‘word  for  word’,  rather  than  ‘sensé  for  sense’,  renderiug; 
this  mcant  that,  if  thc  original  text  was  obscure,  thc  translator  was 
content  to  pass  the  obscurity  on  to  thc  reader,  leaving  the  inattcr 
of  exposition  to  thc  preachcr.  At  the  Reformatant  thc  rôle  of 
translator  came  to  bc  joined,  to  some  estent,  to  that  of  the  prea- 
clter  or  expositor,  and  so  thc  entire  aiin  of  thc  biblical  translation 
changed:  no  longer  did  the  biblical  translator  delcr  to  thc  original 
text,  renderiug  it  ‘word  for  word’;  instead,  lie  saw  lus  task  as 
conveying  to.  thc  reader  his  own  understanding  of  wltat  thc  biblical 
text  mcant.  Accordingly,  in  the  proccss  of  translating  the  Bible 
into  the  various  European  spoken  languages  of  the  time,  thc  Re¬ 
formera  fclt  thc  need  to  bc  much  tnorc  interprétative  in  their 
work  of  translation  than  earlier  translators  had  been. 

i  Vil'tually  ail  modem  biblical  translations  bave  inherited 

this  changcd  attitude  towards  the  task  of  the  biblical  translator, 
although  modem  translations  are  interprétative  in  verv  different 
ways  from  sixtccnth-ceutury  European  translations. 

St.  Jerome,  who  produccd  the  reviscd  Latin  translation 
known  as  the  Vulgate,  was  thc  first  person  to  formulate  thc  view 
that  it  was  appropriate  to  translate  thc  sacred  text  of  thc  Bible 
'word  for  Word’,  rather  than  ‘sense  for  sense’.  VVe  ran,  howevcr. 
sce  from  the  history  of  the  carlv  biblical  translations  that  this 
idéal  had  already  been  put  into  practice  long  before  his  time. 
In  the  case  of  inost  ancient  translations  of  thc  Bible  wc  can  ob¬ 
serve  thc  sanie  course  of  events:  thc  earliest  translations  into  a 
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particular  languagc  are  rather  inconsistent  in  character,  sincc  the 
translators  lackcd  expérience  and  precedent;  before  long,  however,’ 
people  noticed  that  there  were  différences  beiween  the  original 
and  the  translation,  and  so  they  started  to  revise  the  original  tran¬ 
slation,  bringing  it  doser  into  agreement  vvith  the  original.  This: 
process  of  révision  might  be  repeated,  or  go  on  over  a  period  of 
time.  In  every  case  \ve  end  np  with  an  extrcmely  literal  rendering 
of  the  original  text.  This  movement  towards  a  more  and  more 
literal  style  of  translation  can  bc  particularly  well  docuinented 
from  the  history  of  both  the  Greck  and  the  Syriac  Bible,  for  in 
both  cases  we  hâve  somewhat  inconsistent  styles  of  translation  at 
the  earliest  stages,  followed  by  a  sériés  of  révisions  aimed  to  bring 
the  translations  ever  doser  into  line  with  the  underlying  text  of 
the  original.  The  end  results  of  tlvis  proccss  of  révision  were  highly 
sophisticated  mirror  translations. 

But  even  the  translator  vvho  sets  dut  to  provide  such  a 
mirror  rendering  cannot  avoid  being  interprétative  in  places: 
quitc  frequcntly  (and  especially  in  the  Hebrew  Old  Testament) 
the  original  text  is  ambiguous  or  obscure,  and  so  the  translator  is 
forced  to  make  a  choicc  between  two  or  more  possibilities.  '  At 
création  (Gcn.  1:2)  is  it  ‘the  Spirit  of  God’  or  a  ‘mighty  wind’ 
over  the  primordial  deep?  Both'  ancient  and  modem  translators 
are  dividcd  over  this  and  many  other  such  ambiguities.  Indced,' 
sometimes  the  very  choicc  of  a  literal  rendering  might  bc  con- 
sidered  interprétative:  a  good  example  is  providcd  by  the  first 
word  of  the  angel  Gabriel’s  greeting  to  Mary  in  Luke  1:28:  in  Eng- 
lish  the  familiar  rendering  of  the  Greek  "chaire’'  is  ‘hail  (Mary)’. 
The  standard  Syriac  biblical  text  of  the  New  Testament  has  "shlam 
lek”  ‘Grectings  to  you’,  the  équivalent  Syriac  form  of  the  Greek 
greeting  (similarly,  the  New  English  Bible  has  ‘Grectings’).  The 
very  literal  seventh-century  Syriac  version  known  as  the  Harclean 
prefers  to  give  instcad  the  etymological  équivalent  to  the  Greek, 
uamely  the  impérative  ‘rejoice’.  Should  the  translator  pay  more 
attention  to  the  form  (‘rejoice’)  or  to  the  content  (‘grectings’)? 
Ancient  translators  like  the  author  of  the  Harclean  New  Testa¬ 
ment  thought  that  the  foi  m  was  more  important,  while  modem 
translators  considcr  that  the  content  has  the  greater  importance. 

We  hâve  seen  how  the  invention  of  printing  altered  people’s 
attitudes  towards  the  nature  of  biblical  translation.  Printing  has 
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also  had  an  important  effect  on  thc  contents  of  the  Bible;  tins  is 
because  printing  makes  possible  thc  wide  circulation  of  a  single 
édition  or  translation,  resulting  in  a  kind  of  standardization  that 
was  not  possible  before  the  invention  of  printing.  We  hâve  al- 
ready  seen  one  such  conséquence,  namely  the  introduction  of  a 
istandardized  System  of  chapter  and  verse  numbering.  Other 
kinds  of  standardization  introduced  by  printing  can  be  seen  by 
comparing  the  contents  and  order  of  books  in  different  modem 
translations.  Bibles  produced  for  the  Gatholic  church  will  differ 
from  thosc  produced  for  thc  various  Reformed  Churches:  the 
former  will  contain  the  deutcro-canonical  books,  while  thc  latter 
will  normally  not;  and  the  order  of  certain  old  Testament  books 
will  be  different.  Orthodox  Bibles  will  again  differ  frora  botli 
Catholic  and  Reformed  Bibles.  Here  we  can  sec  that  the  invention 
of  printing  has  standardized  the  différences  bctwten  the  various 
Church  traditions. 


We  need  to  c#nsidcr  one  more  problcm  which  needs  to  be 
faccd  by  thc  modem  biblical  translation,  silice  this  also  has  a 
bcaring  on  our  attitude  towards  thc  Syriac  Bible.  What  biblical 
text  should  the  translater  tvcat  as  authoritative  and  translate 
from?  At  first  sight  this  sccms  an  easy  question  to  answer:  the 
Hebrcw  text  for  thc  Old  Testament  and  the  Greck  text  for  the 
New  Testament.  As  we  shall  sce,  however,  this  is  by  no  means 
the  only  answer.  Certainly  most  modem  translations  set  out  to 
translate  from  the  Hebrcw  and  the  Greek,  but  even  here 
problcms  arise:  thc  édition  of  the  Hebrcw  Bible  used  is  in  fact  a 
médiéval  Jewish  one  where  the  originally  consonantal  text 
has  been  provided  witli  vowfils;  it  is  truc  that  thc  consonantal 
text  goes  back  more  or  less  in  its  présent  form  to  thc  latc  first 
ccntury  AD,  butin  many  cases  (cspecially  in'poetic.  books)  this 
consonantal  text  could  bc  rcad  with  different  vowels,  provid- 
ing  a  somewhat  different  rneaning.  Modem  translators  nor¬ 
mally  follow  the  médiéval  Jewish  tradition  of  understanding 
the  text,  but  it  vvould  also  be  possible  to  take  thc  consonantal 
text  as  thc  starting  point,  without  neccssarilv  following  thc  par- 
ticular  interprétation  of  reading  thc  vowels'  which  thc  médiéval 
tradition  provides.  It  vvould  also  thcoretically  be  possible  to  take 
as  a  starting  point  an  carlicr  form  o'f  thc  Hebrcw  text,  such  as 
that  presupposed  by  thc  Scptuagint  (which  in  somc  books  must 
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havc  diffcred  considerably  from  the  Hebrew  tcxt  wc  know). 
Again,  somconc  might  feasonably  expcct  a  translator  to  try  to  go 
back  to  the  exact  from  of  the  Hebrew  tcxt  as  first  written  down 
by  tlic  individual  authors  of  the  old  Testament  books.  This, 
however,  is  an  impossible  task,  for  we  hâve  no  mcans  of  getting 
behind  tlie  varicty  of  different  forms  of  the  Hebrew  text  which  we 
now  know  to  bave  been  circülating  in  the  first  fcw  centuries  B  G. 

In  response  to  tliis  State  of  affairs,  we  necd  to  make  use 
of  ihe  distinction  between  ‘literary  authcnticity’  and  scriptural 
authenticity’.  Literary  authcnticity  refers  to  the  exact  wording  of 
the  original  author  (which,  in  the  case  of  the  Hebrew  Old  Testa¬ 
ment  is  unattainable),  whereas  scriptural  authenticity  refers  to  a  ■ 
form'of  the  biblical  tcxt  which  lias  been  held  by  the  religious  com- 
munity  as  authoritative.  Tliis  distinction  lias  important  conséque¬ 
nces:  literary  authcnticity  can  only  apply  to  a  single  forui  of  text, 
but  scriptural  authenticity  can  apply  simultanebusly  to  several 
different  forms  of  text.  Thus,  as  far  as  the  Hebrew  bible  is  con- 
cerncd,  it  could  be  said  that  scriptural  authcnticity  applics,  not 
only  to  the  médiéval  Jewish  édition  of  the  Hebrew,  but  also  to 
ils  consonantal  basis  which  goes  back  to  the  la  te  first  century, 
and  to  the  Hebrew  text  used  by  the  Jewish  translators  of  the  Old 
Testament  into  Greek.  But  scriptural  authenticity  is  by  no  means 
confincd  to  the  Hebrew  Old  Testament  and  tlic  Greek  New  Test--’ 
a  me  ut:  it  applies  just  as  mucli  to  the  ancient  versions,  the  Greek  J 
Septuagint  and  the  Syriac  Pcshitta,  sincc  both  these  translations 
bave  been  regarded  as  authoritative  biblical  texts  by  the  commu- 
nilies  using  tlicm. 

Once  wc  realize  that  scriptural  authcnticity  is  not  necessarily 
confincd  to  the  original  biblical  languages,  it  then  becomes  clear 
that  modem  biblical  translations  should  not  cxclusively  be  made 
from  Hebrew  and  Greek:  for  the  Greek  and  Russian  Orthodox 
Cliurch  it  would  be  just  as  désirable  (cspccially  for  liturgical  use) 
to  use  translations  from  the  Septuagint;  likewise,  in  the  case  ol 
the  Churchcs  of  Syriac  liturgical  tradition,  it  will  be  important  to 
make  available  translations  from  the  Syriac  Pcshitta.  Thèse  tra¬ 
nslations  would  primarily  be  for  use  in  the  liturgy  (as  we  shall 
sec,  the  Syriac  liturgical  tradition  is  rooted  in  the  Syriac  Bible); 
but  for  other  purposes  too,  lhey  could  be  profitably  used  along- 
side  tlic  existing  translations  from  Hebrew  and  Greek,  thus  pro- 
viding  an  additional  source  for  spiritual  insight. 
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3.,,  A  Bird’s  Eyc  View  oî  the  Syriac  Bible 

For  ail  the  Churches  of  Syriac  tradition  thc  authoritativc  form 
of  the  Bible  is  the  Syriac  translation  known  as  the  Peshitta.  lhe 
Pcshitta  Old  Testament  was  translated  dircctly  from  thc  original 
Hebrew  text,  and  thc  Peshitta  New  Testament  dircctly  from  the 
original  Grcek;  the  so-c  tlled  dcutcro-canonical  books  or  ‘Apocry- 
pha’  wcrc  ail  translated  from  Greek,  with  thc  exception  ol  Bar 
Sira  (Ecclesiasticus),  which  was  translated  from  Hebrew. 

The  date  of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  is  uncertain,  and  in 
any  case  not  ail  books  will  hâve  been  translated  at  once,  or  oy.the 
saine  persons.  Some  books  may  bave  been  inherited  by  the  young 
Syriac  Church  from  translations  made  by  Jewish  communities  in 
the  région  of  Edessa  and  Nisibis.  It  scems  likely  that  most  books 
of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  were  translated  during  thc  period 
from  the  late  first  century  A  D  to  the  carly  third  t  ccntury  A  D. 

The  Peshitta  New  Testament  is  in  fact  a  révision  of  an  earlier 
translation,  known  as  thc  ‘Old  Syriac’.  The  révision  may  hâve 
heen  made  over  a  period  of  lime,  but  was  completcd  sometiine  in 
thc  early  fifth  century.  The  circulation  of  this  révision  proved 
extrcmely  effective,  for  the  Peshitta  rapidly  replaced  the  Old 
Syriac  and  had  bccome  the  authoritative  Syriac  text  of  thc  New 
Testament  before  the  schism  between  the  Syrian  Orthodox  Church 
and  the  Church  of  the  East,  brought  about  by  the  christological 
controversics  of  the  mid  fifth  century. 

•  •  •  i 

A  large  number  of  manuscripts  of  the  Peshitta  survive,  and 
thc  oldcst  of  thèse  date  from  the  fifth  and  sixth  centuries;  Since 
an  entirc  Bible  written  out  by  liand  was  very  bulky  and  awkward 
to  manage,  most  manuscripts  only  contain  small  groups  of  books 
at  a  time  and  complété  Bibles  are  very  rare. 

The  rarity  of  complété  Bibles  before  the  coming  of  the  printed 
book  has  had  an  important  conséquence:  the  précisé  contents  and 
.order  of  books  in  the  Syriac  Bible  has  never  become  entirely  fixed 
(even  in  modem  printed  éditions  thc  order  in  which  the  biblical 
books  are  printed  may  differ  considerably  from  onc  édition  to 
another).  As  far  as  contents  are  concerned,  the  most  important 
4'cature  of  the  Syriac  Bible  is  the  absence  from  the  original 
Peshitta  translation  of  the  New  Testament  of  some  of  the  Catholic 
JEpistlcs  (2  Peter,  2-3  John,Judc)  and  the  Révélation  of  St.  John. 
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(Apocalypse);  in  most  printcd  éditions  of  the  Syriac  New  Testa* 
ment,  however,  the  Syriac  text  of  tlicse  books  lias  been  supplied 
from  later  Syriac  translations. 

Although  the  Peshitta  is  the  standard  biblical  text,  it  is  not 
the  only  Syriac  translation  of  the  Bible. 

For  the  Old  Testament,  therc  is  a  translation  made  from 
the  Greek  Septuagint.  This  version  is  known  in  Syriac  as  ‘the 
Scventv’  (“Shab’in”),  but  is  Called  the  ‘Syro-hexapla’  by  modéra 
scholars;  it  vvas  m  tde  by  the  Syrian  Orthodox  scholar  Paul  of 
Telia  over  the  years‘614 — 616  in  Alcxandria  (Egypt).  Although 
the  translation  was  probably  never  intented  for  liturgical  use,  its 
text  is  nevcrtheless  sometimes  to  be  found  in  Syriah.  Orthodox 
lectionaries.  The  Syro-hexapla  survives  in  a  number  of  m;jnu- 
scripts.  but  unfortunatelv  \vc  do  not  bave  the  complété  text  (parts 
of  the  Pentateuch  and  Historical  Books  are  missing). 

The  Syrian  Orthodox  scholar  Jacob  of  Edessa  (died  708) 
inade  a  revised  'Syriac  translation  of  certain  books  of  the  Old 
Testament,  basing  bis  Work  on  bot  h  the  Greek  Septuagint  and  the 
Peshitta.  Parts  of  his  Work  survives  in  a  small  number  of  very  old 
manuscripts. 

A  fcw  other  relies  of  translations  of  individual  Old  Testa* 
ment  liooks  from  Greek  into  Syriac  also  survive;  tlicse  may  bave 
licen  commissioned  l)y  the  Syrian  Orthodox  thcologian  Philoxenus 
of  Mabbug  (died  523). 

For  the  New  Testament  wc  know  of  a  number  of  other 
Syriac  versions,  bcsides  the  peshitta; 

The  oldest  Syriac  translation  of  the  Gospels  was  al  most 
certainly  in  the  forn»  of  a  harmony  of  the  four  Gospels,  known  as 
the  Diatessaron,  a  Greek  work  mèanïng  ‘throttgh  four?,  that  is,  a 
single  Gospel  text  derived  from  the  four  Gospels.  Only  verv  small 
fragments  of  this  survive,  and  much  uncertainty  surrounds  its 
authorship  and  origin.  The  Diatessaron  is  usually  tlvouglit  to 
hâve  been  composcd  liy  Tatian,  a  native  of  the  Mcsopcrtamia  who 
studied  in  Rome  under  Justin  Martyr  in  theroiddle  of  the  second 
ccntury  A  D.  and  theu  returned  ta  his  homcland.  ît  is  not  known 
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for  certain  whether  hc  composcd  his  Gospel  harmony  in  Greckor 
in  Syriac.  In  the  earlv  Syriac  Church,  before  the  birth  of  the 
Pcshitta  New  Testament,  the  Diatessaron  was  evidentlv  consid- 
ered  as  an  authoritative  Gospel  text,  for  St.  Ephrcm  wrote  a  com- 
mentary  on  il  in  the  fourlli  century.  Once  the  Pcshitta  New  Test¬ 
ament  had  corne  into  existence  (early  in  the  fifth  century)  the 
(  ^Diatessaron  fell  out  of  lavour,  and  as  a  resuit  no  complété  manu- 
R  scripts  of  it  survive. 


Next  in  time  after  the  Diatessaron  corn'  the  translation 
known  as  the  ‘OlcLSyriac’,  of  which  only  the  Four  Gospels  survive 
'  (preserved  in  two  very  early  manuscripts).  The  date  when  this 
translation  was  inade  remains  uncertain:  some  scholars  suggest 
the  latc  second  or  early  third  century,  while  others  prefer  the 
early  fourth  century.  In  any  case  the  Old  Syriac  scems  to  be  later 
than  the  Diatessaron,  and  in  many  places  it  has  bcen  influenced 
by  the  Diatessaron.  It  is  likely  that  the  Old  Syriac  originally 
extended  to  the  Acts  of  the  Apostlcs  and  the  Epistles,'  but  no 
manuscripts  containing  the  Old  Syriac  version  of  these  hooks 
.  survives. 


Wc  bave  already  scen  that  the  Pcshitta  New  Testament  is 
in  fact  not  a  completely  new  translation  from  Greek,  but  a  révi¬ 
sion  of  the  Old  Syriac,  correcting  it  against  the  Greek  text.  Over 
the'  poriod  from  the  fifth  to  the  seventh  century  Greek  language 
and  culture  bccame  more  and  more  prestigious  in  the  eyes  of 
Syriac  biblical  scholars,  espccially  in  the  Syrian  Orthodox 
Church;  as  a  resuit,  two  further  révisions  of  the  Syriac  New  Test¬ 
ament  were  made,  trying  to  bring  it  doser  into  line  with  the 
Greek  original. 

VVe  know  that  the  chorepiscopus  Polycarp  completed  a  révi¬ 
sion  of  the  Pcshitta  New  Testament  in  508.  This  work  had  been 
commissioucd  by  the  Syrian  Orthodox  thcologian  Philoxenus, 
metropolitan  of  mabbug,  and  so  is  normally  callcd  the  ‘Philoxe- 
nian’  New  Testament.  The  Philoxcnian  version  is  unfortunately 
lost:  it  was  evidently  never  circulated  widely  and  no  manuscripts 
of  it  survive;  it  is  possible,  however,  that  the  extant  sixth-century 
translations  of  the  Minor  Catholic  Epistles  and  Révélation  may 
belong  to  this  révision,  in  which  case  wc  do  hâve  the  Philoxenian 
version  for  a  fcw  books,  at  lcast. 
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This  lost  Philoxcnian  révision  served  as  tlic  basis  for  yet  a 
further  révision  of  the  Syriac  New  Testament,  complcted  in  61G 
in  Alexandrin  by  the  Syrian  Orthodox  scholar  Thomas  of  Harkel, 
This  »e  vision,  known  as  the  Tlarclcan’,  provides  a  remarkable 
mirror  translation,  reflccting  every  detail  of  the  Grcck  original. 
The  Harclean  was  widely  circulated  in  Syrian  Orthodox  circles 
and  was  often  used  for  Gospel  lectionaries.  The  Harclean  New 
Testament  survives  complété,  and  includes  the  Minor  Catholic 
Epistles  and  Révélation. 

In  tabular  form  we  hâve: 

O  LU  TESTAMENT  Hebrew  — »  Peshitta  (c.  2nd  cent.  AD?) 

Grcek  (Septuagint)  — »  Syro-hexapla  (G1G) 

NEW  TESTAMENT  Grcek  — »  Diatessaron  (2nd  cent. AD) 

(Gospel  Harmony) 

— >  Old  Syriac  (c.  3rd  cent.) 

— ►  Peshitta  (c.  4UÜ) 

— »  Philoxcnian  (508) 

— »  Harklean  (G  16). 
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THE  SYRIAC  BIBLE  -  A  GLOSER  LOOK 


Old  Testament 

,<(1)  TRANSLATED  FROM  HEBREVV:  "PESHITTA” 

Jfo'  :  •  ,  ( 

|  The  name  ‘Peshitta’  means  ‘straightforward,  simp.,  !;  it 

A  Was  given  to  the  standard  Syriac  version  of  the  Bible  (botb  Old 
and  New  Testaments)  in  order  to  distingnish  them  from  the  se- 
^  venth-ccntury  translations,  the  Syro-hexapla  and  the  Harclcan. 
The  name  is  first,  encountercd  in  a  ninth-ccntury  writer;  carlier 
authors  had  simply  referred  to  the  Peshitta  as  ‘the  Syriac’. 

.  .  . 

The  origms  of  the  Peshitta  translation  are  very  obscure  and 
f  jl Syriac  authors  had  no  clear  memory  of  how  and  when  the  Work 
was  carried  out  (a  fcw  implausible  guesscs  were  nevcrthcless  cir- 
Culated).  A  close  study  of  the  translation  itself  can  throw  a  littlc 
light:  from  such  a  study  wc  can  deduce  the  following: 

— the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  is  not  the  work  of  a  single 
translater,  but  rnust  bave  been  carried  out  by  inany  different 

translatera,  perhaps  working  over  a  considérable  period  of  time. 

»•  .  ■  j>r  ;i  > 

’ 

—  the  translatons  ail  worked  basically  from  tl\e  Hebrcw 
.text,  and  this  Hcbrew  text  was  basically  the  same  as  the  conson- 

■  antal, Hcbrew  text  ofour  printed  Hcbrew  Bibles.  Since  wc  know 
.  t)iat  this  consonantal  text  becamc  the  authoritative  Hcbrew  text 
?pmc  time  in  the  late  first  ccntury  AD,  it  is  ïikely  that  the  transl- 
ators  were  working  after  it  had  been  widcly  propagated. 

tr  •  J  i.'lj  ■ 

;  ■  '  .  '  '  ■  •'!/  iml 

—  in  some  books  the  translators  scem  to  hâve  consultcd  or 
;V  inade  use  of  other  translations:  tlius  at  various  places  in  the 

Pcntatcuch  (Gcncsis  Deutcronomy)  therc  are  some  remarkable\ 
links  between  the  Peshitta  and  the  Jewish  Aramaic  Targums;  and 
some  of  the  Prophets  and  Wisdora  books  the  translators  pro- 
bably  consulted  the  Septuagint  on  occasion,  in  order  to  seek  help 
over  a  difficult  passage  in  the  Hebrcw.  The  links  with  the  Tar¬ 
gums  in  certain  books  leads  us  to  suppose  that  at  least  for  these 
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books  thc  translator(s)  wcrc  probably  Jcwish,  rat  hcr  than  Chris¬ 
tian.  In  othcr  books,  however,  tlic  cvidence  perhaps  points  to 
Christian  translators,  though  it  is  likely  that  such  peuple  were  of 
Jcwish  oigin,  for  a  knowledge  of  Hebrcw  would  otherwise  be 
difficult  to  explain.  .  ,  ,.v  f 

For  the  student  of  Bible  translations  it  is  of  particular  ih- 
terest  to  look  at  the  distinctive  fcaturcs  of  a  translation.  Here 
wc  shall  concentrate  on  some  unusual  interprétative  renderings 
to  be  found  in  different  books  of  thc  Peshitta  Old  Testament; 
many  of  these  hâve  their  roots  in  Jewish  cxegctical  tradition. 

It  was  pointed  out  in  Section  1  that  even  the  translater 
who  sets  out  to  provide  a  literal  translation  cannot  avoid  choosing 
between  two  or  more  possible  interprétations  in  cases  where  the 
Hcbrew  original  is  ambiguous  or  obscure.  The  Hebrcw  text  of 
God’s  words  to  Cain  in  Gen.  4:7,  “Ifyou  do  wcll,  will  you  not 
be  acccptcd”  (Revised  Standard  Version),  is  capable  of  several 
possible  interprétations,  owing  to  the  ambiguity  of  the  Word  “s’t”- 
(“will  you  not  be  accepted?”  in  the  RSV),  “s’t”  dérives  from  the 
verb  “nasa”  which  can  hâve  at  least  four  different  senscs,  ail 
possible  in  the  contcxt: 

(1)  ‘raise  up’,  in  thc  sense  of  ‘offer’.  This  is  how  the  ^ 
Greek  Septuagint  takes  it  (“If  you  offer  wcll  ..”). 

(2)  ‘lift  up’,  in  the  sense  of  ‘accept’.  The  Syriac  translater 
opts  for  this  understanding,  and  lie  gives  emphasis  to  it  by  chang- 
iug  the  tense:  lie  translates  using  a  past  tense,  “qabblet”  literally 
“  I  hâve  received  /  accepted  ”,  but  in  the  context  this  will 
either  hâve  the  nuance  “I  will  certainly  accept”  (that  is,  if 
you  (=  Cain)  act  well  in  future),  of  “I  would  hâve  accepted” 
(that  is,  if  you  had  acted  well  on  the  first  occasion). Two  Jewish 
Greek  revisers  of  the  Greek  Bible  bave  a  similar  understanding 
of  thc  word. 

■  \  •••»  -  •  ■  ■  r  |  ••  ,  .  ,  •  ■  .  ■ 

(3)  ‘lift  up’  in  the  sense  of ‘forgive’.  This  is  how  the 
Targuins  understood  the  passage  (“you  will  be  forgiven”). 

(4)  ‘lift  up’  in  thc  sense  of ‘suspend’.  This  understanding 
of  thc  word  was  chosen  by  the  author  of  the  Samaritan  Targum 


•s- 
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(“I  wlll  sUspcnd”).  It  is  interesting  to  fine!  that  most  modem 
transiators  base  their  renderings  on  the  second  interprétation,  tlius 
followlng  in  the  footsteps  of  the  Peshitta. 


1  '  ln  the  ncxt  verse  (4:8)  the  Hebrew  lias  evidcntly  lost  some 
Words,  for  it  réads  “And  Gain  said  to  his  brother 
'•  Vvhcn  they  were  in  the  field  Cain  rose  up  against  his  brothei 

'  «  >  •  «•  .1  n 


*md 

bel 


mnd  killcd  him”.  Ail  the  ancicnt  versions,  including  the  Peshitta 
supply  some  appropriate  words,  usually  “l.ct  us  go  out  into  tlie 
field*’.  But  the  Peshitta  translator  docs  something  else  as  well: 

:  înstead  of  translating  the  Hebrew  Word  “field  literally,  he  icnd- 

•  ers  it  by  “valley”  (“pqa’ta”).  What  is  the  rfcason  for  this  sec- 
tningiy  wilful  alteration?  A  cluc  to  the  answer  is  to  be  lound  in 
yËzckiel  28:12—14,  whcre  Paradisc-  is-dcsçnbed- as  a  mountain. 
Tlierc  is  no  hint  of  this  in  the 'Hebrew  text  ol  Gencsis,  but  Jewish 
and  Christian  leaders  regularly  understood  the  topography  of 
Gçnesis  1  -4  in  the  light  of  Ezekicl  (the  idca  was  also  popularized 
in  the  non-canonical  book  known  as  Enoch):  Paradisc  was  under¬ 
stood  as  a  mountain,  and  wlien  Adam  and  Eve  were  driven  out 
of  Paradisc  they  took  up  résidence  on  the  foothills,  at  the  moun- 
tain’s  base.  Miel  and  Gain  made  their  sacrifice  on  onc  of  these 
foothills,  but  when  Cain  took  abel  off  with  the  intention  of  kill- 
ing  him,  he  took  him  down  on  to  lowcr  ground,  in  other  words, 
the  “valley”  which  the  Peshitta  translator  lias  actuilly  intro- 
duced  into  the  biblical  text  here.  Early  commentaries  on  the 
passage  often  understand  the  topogi'aphy  in  this  way,  but  the 
Peshitta  is  the  only  biblical  translation  which  incorporâtes  this 
understanding  into  thé  Bible  itself. 

J  r  •'  f.  '  •  J.  '  .  ..  • 

.  '  Accorciing  to  the  Hebrew  text  of  Gçnesis  8:5  Noah  s  Aïk 

'  land.ed  on  mount  Ararat  (in  Armenia,  modem  north  east.Turkcy) 
and/Ararat’ ,  willj  be  found  in  ail  modem  ., translations.  In  the 
'•Peshitta,  however,  the  Ark  rests  on  ‘the  mountains  of  Q.ardu’, 
.tliat  is  to  say,  considerably  further  south,  in  Kurdistan  (modem 

Sïiorthwcst  Iraq.)  This  :  was  not,  of  course,  wilful  rendering  on 
tli'c  part  of.the  translator:  here,  as.  in  many  other  places,  he  is 
simply  following  Jewish  tradition  which  was  currcnt  in  his  day. 
“Ararat*  of  the  Hebrew  text  was  identified  as  Qardu-  both  by 
Joscphus.  writing  in  Greck  in  the  latcr  :  first  centurv  A;D,  and  b) 
”:^the  Jewish  Aramaic  translations  ‘of  the  Bible,  known  as  the 
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Targums.  Thanks  to  this  identification  in  the  Peshitta,  mount 
Qardu  has  been  a  place  for  local  pilgrimage  cvcn  into  modem 
timcs. 

Genesis  22,  on  Abraham’s  sacrifice  of  Isaac,  is  a  chapter 
to  which  \vc  shall  return  later,  in  section  4.  I  lie  I  cshitta  transla¬ 
tion  of  the  chapter  already  has  a  number  of  distinctive  features. 
The  two  most  prominet  ones  are  in  verses  2  and  12.  Verse  two 
provides  the  location  where  the  sacrifice  is  to  takc  place:  the 
Hebrew  text  has ‘the  land  of  Moriah’,  which  allowcd  later  tradi¬ 
tion  to  identify  the  place  as  the  site  of  the  Temple,  since  the  only 
other  occurrence  of  Moriah  in  the  Hebrew  Bible  is  at  2  Ghronic- 
les  3:1,  which  tells  how  ‘Solomon  began  to  build ,  the  House  of 
the  Lord  in  Jérusalem  on  Mount  Moriah,  where  the  Loid  had 
appeared  to  David  his  father’.  Modem  translations  follow  the 
Hebrew  text  in  speaking  of  Moriah  in  botli  passages,  but  the 
ancient  translators  knew  of  sonie  quitc  different  traditions:  the 
Greck  Scptuagint  has  ‘high  land’  in  Genesis  and  'mountain  of 
the  Amoritc’  in  Chronicles,  while  tiie  Syriac  Peshitta  has  land  of 
the  Amorites’  in  Genesis,  and  ‘mountain  of  the  Amoritcs  in 
Chronicles.  The  Latin  translation  known  as  the  Vulgatc  knows 
yet  another  cxcgetical  tradition,  and  in  Genesis  it  has  land  of 
vision’,  an  etymological  rendering  of  Moriah,  linking  it  witli  the_ 
Hebrew  verb  “ra'ah,”  'to  sec’;  Jerome  derived  this  rendering 
ftoin  the  earlier  Jewish  Greek  révision  of  the  Hebrew  Bible  by 
Symmachus.  ~ 

The  second  distinctive  fcaturc  of  Genesis  22  in  the  Peshitta 
occurs  in  verse  12,  where  in  the  Hebrew  (followcd  by  the  Septu- 
agint  and  by  ail  modem  translations)  the  angel  says  'for  now  I 
know  that  you  fear  God’.  By  contrast  the  Peshitta  reads  'for  now 
I  hâve  made  known  that  you  fear  God’  (the  text  was  often  later 
read  as  ‘for  now  you  hâve  made  known  that  you  fear  God  ,  since 
the  consonantal  text  “wd’t”  can  be  read  eitlicr  as  “awd’et”, 
'I  bave  made  known’,  or  as  “awda’t”,  ‘you  hâve  made  known  ). 
Tins  might  not  secm  a  very  important  différence,  but  in  fact  it 
implics  a  very  different  setting  for  this  trial  of  Abraham:  God 
allows  the  trial  to  takc  place,  not  to  find  out  himself  whether 
Abraham’s  love  for  God  and  his  failli  were  stronger  tlian  his  love 
for  Isaac  his  son;  ratlier,  God  allows  it  to  takc  place  because  some 
of  the  angels  doubt  whether  Abraham  is  worthy  of  the  spécial 
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litle  given  him  of  ‘Friendof  God’.  The  setting  for  the  trial  of 
•  Abraham  is  thus  understood  as  being  very  similar  to  the  setting 
for  the  trial  of  trials  of  Job,  which  were  initiated  because  Satan, 

■  the;  ,'Adversary’,  likcwisc  doubted  the  strength  of  Job’s  faith. 
Tins  understanding  of  the  background  to  Genesis  22  is  explicitly 
lound  in  early  Jewish  exegetical  tradition;  the  Peshitta,  however 
is  the  only  ancient  translation  to  hâve  introduccd  a  hint  of  thi' 
interprétation  into  the  actual  biblical  text. 

.  Ttic  Peshitta  translation  of  Genesis,  and  indeed  of  the  Pen- 

tateuch  as  a  whole,  is  particularly  rich  in  links  with  contemporary 
Jewish  exegetical  tradition,  and  this  makes  it  likelv  that  thèse 
books  were  translated  by  Jews  rather  than  by  Christians. 

Annther  place  wherc  the  Peshitta  translation  lias  a  great 
many  distinctive  renderings,  often  Jewish  in  charactcr,  is  the  two 
books  of  Chronicles.  Here,  for  example,  a  number  of  the  place 
names  bave  bcen  ‘updated’  and  identified  with  places  in  north 
Mesopotamia  which  will  hâve  bcen  more  familiar  to  Syriac  read- 
ers;  thus,  for  example,  Aram  Ma’acah~(l  Chm  9:6115  identified  ^ 
as  Harran,  and_Carçemish ...(  2_Chr.-35:20  )  withjVlabbug.  Quito 
often  the  Syriac  translator  uses  phraseology  which  is  typicai  ofthe 
Jewish  Iargums  (thougli  thcrc  are  very  fcw  links  with  the  surviv- 
mg  Targum  to  Chronicles,  which  is  probably  latcr  in  date  than 
the  Peshitta).  Thus  were  the  Hebrew  lias  ‘In  that  night  God 
appeared  to  Solomon  (and  said  to  him,  Ask  what  I  shall  givc 
;y6u)’,  the  Syriac  has  ‘In  that  night  the  Lord  was  revealed  over 
Solomon’  The  wording  'was  revealed  over’  is  characteristic  of 
the  Jewish  Palestinian  Targum  tradition  (and  is  occasionally  also 
lound  in  the  Peshitta  Pcntatcuch),  in  contrast  to  the  Babvlonian 
Targum  s  regular  use  of  'was  revealed  to’.  Another  case  wherc 
^.he  Peshma  empioys  wording  which  is  distinctivcly  Jewish  in 
charactcr  is  to  bc  found  in  passages  Jikc  2  Chr  33:7,  where  God 
BBeaks  oT his  présence  in  the  Temple;  in  that  particular  passage- 
£hc  Hcbiew  has  ‘in  thu  House  and  in  Jérusalem...  I  will  put  my 
name  for  ever’,  but  in  the  Syriac  the  last  phrase  appears  as  ‘  I 
[J1  ,Ca“SC  n,y  Shekhina  (the  divine  présence)  to  réside  for  ever’ 

;Such  phraseology, s  chracteristicof  the  Jewish  Targums,  and  b 

lible  ,bC  f°Und  ln  any  thc  °,her  ancicnt  translations  of  the 
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One  other  book  in  the  Peshitta  lias  close  links  with  the 
Targum,  namely.provxrbsi — .Hcrc  the  situation  is  unique,  for  the 
Peshitta  and  the  Targiim  arc  virtually  Word  for  Word  the  saine  1 
inuch  of  the  time.  and  onc  must  definitcly  dérive  from  the  other.  I 
One  would  cxpect  the  Peshitta  to  be  derived  fiom  the  Targum, -,i 
but  on  linguistic  grounds  it  can  bc  shown  tliat  in  fact  the  Taigum 
must  dérivé  in  this  book  from  the  Peshitta.  T  lus  means  that  the 
Peshitta  translation  of  '.Proverbs  ’is  also  likely  to  hâve  been  the 
work  of  Jcws  in  north  Mesopotamia:  it  subsequcntly  came  to  be  ; 
taken  over  by  Syriac-speaking  Christian»  and  by  later  Jews  (who 
lightly  modified  the  dialect), 

•  '  J 

In  other  books  of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  the  links 
with  the  Targums  are  inuch  more  tenuous,  or  altogether  absent. 

In  these  other  books  the  translateurs  hâve  introdued  muçh  fewer 
interprétative  éléments,  and  their  rendering  îs  usually  rather  close 
to  the  Hebrcw,  though  in  somc  books  they  occasionally  makc 
use  of  the  Septuagint  in  isolated  passages. 


(2)  TRANSLATF.D  FROM  CREER: 
“SYRO-HEXAPLA” 


Over  the  course  of  the  fiftli  to  Scvcnth  centuries  AD  Chri¬ 
stian  literature  in  Greck  came  to  hâve  grcat  prestige  in  tlie  eyes  of 
the  Syriac  Churc.hes.  This  was  duc  to  a  number  of  different, 
reasons,  but  the-  most  important  of  these  was  the  fact  that  Greek. 
was  the  main  cultural  language  of  the  castcrn  Roman  Empire  ancF 
so  the  thcological  controversies  of  the  lifth  and  following  centu¬ 
ries  were  conductcd  primarily  in  Greck.  Sincc  Syriac  rcaders 
wcrc  anxious  to  be  brought  up  to  date  in  thcological  dcVelopments 
huge  numbers  of  theological  Works  were  translated  lrom  Gicek 
into  Svriac,  and  by  the  end  or  the  Sevcnth  ccntury  almost  ail  the^ 
Greck  Fathers  had  been  translated  into  Syriac,  either  in  whole  or(j 
in  part.  As  time  went  on.  translators  tried  to  rçpresent  the  Gieçk, 
more  and  more  exactlv  in  Syriac  and  by  the  Seventh  century_, 
they  had.  dcvcloped  ver  y  sophisticated  ttlcthods  of  ‘mirror-trans- 
lation’,  aimed  at  reflecting  ail  the  details  ol  the  Greck  original  in  . 
the  Syriac  translation. 

/«fri 
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It  is  âgainst  Uns  general  bacUground 

that  wc  should  look  at  ^c  Seven  h  Tcstament,  and  the  Har- 
lations,  the  Syro-hexapla  foi  the  uio 

clean  for  the  New 


,  e  r»rimarilvithe  work  of  Paul,  bishop  of 
The  .Syro-hexapla  wa.  p  cry.  of  •  the  Automnes  at 

rclja,  a  scholar  workmg  at  ^  outsidc  the  great  city  of 

Lhc  Ennaton  (or _mnt  n»  )*J  that  he  was  eogagcd  in  the 

Alexandria  m  Egypt.  W  ,  fi,7  and  thcse  dates  explam 
arduous  task  over  the  Pei>°  flo’k  in  Tella  (in  north  Meso- 

why  hc  was  not  looking  afte  ,  Roman  Empire  and 

potamia):  in  614  the  Perstans  had  W  al?G  thc  holy 

Siçzcd,  not  only  norM  after  Paul  completed,  h.s  work 

city  of  Jérusalem.  Only  sho  y  '  hat  his  translation 

they  aUotdok  Alexandna^nd l  t  »  lortun  _  ^  ^  ^  worth 

was  not  ldst  thcn.  au  ,  w  f  scholarship  was undertaken 


o  •  •  • 

,  .1  ^n^Ql-ition  was  commissioncd  by  the 

It  sccms  that  thc  tr-  «  Tnstcad  of  using  the 

iyrian  Orthodox  patriarch  At  ™as£*  *  rked  from  Origen’s 
»rdinarÿ  text  of  the  Septuagin ,  1  ^^scr  line  with  the 

evision  of  the  Septuagint,  ^^kcnTn  the  early  third 

rtcbrew  original.  Origen’s  rev  «on,  andert^  ^  columned  Biblc 

-cntury,  was  mcorporated  ir i  o  .;probably  containedf 

k„„w„,.  .ho  He*»pU  S-  dJ-c”'“htcrr  alld  thcii  »Gre.k 
the  Hebrew  text,  fin* .  »n  translations  (Aquila  and  Symm- 

transcription;  two  Jewis  Septuagint;  and  another 

achus)  ;  Origen’s  own  thc 

Jewish  Greck  translation,  by  gc ptuagint  text,  but  in  thc 

lift  h  column,  containing  t  c  rc  rm!rtjon  takcn  from  the  othcr 
margins  hc  somctimes  inc  u  c  translation  is  known 

columns;  it  is  for  Uns  thcmselves  refer  to  it 

today  as  the  Syro-hexapla  (.  .  that  is,  bised  on  the 

under  another  name,  t  •  *  ’  thc  Greek  vcry  closely; 

Septuagint.  Paul’s  transla t.on  cü  modcm  scholars,..ieeing 
and  this  bas  proved  mos  use!  from  a  fcw  fragments 

that  Origen’s  Hexapla  has  been  1  translation  does 

(As  wc  shall  sce  below,  in  Section  J,  ra 
not  survive  complète). 
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The  Syro-hexapla  cnjoycd  considérable  popularity  in  thc 
Syrian  Orthodox  Church  and  sometiines  its  text,  rather  than  thc 
Peshitta’s,  was  used  in  Old  Testament  Lectionaries.  Althougli 
Timothy  I,  thc  patriarch  of  the  Church  of  the  East,  shoWed  an 
interest  in  having  a  manuscript  of  the  Syro-hexapla  copied  at 
the  bcginning  of  the  cighth  century,  this  version  Was  nevcr  used 
in  the  Lectionaries  of  the  Church  of  the  East;  it  is,  however, 
quitc  often  reforred  to  in  several  of  the  commentaries  of  the  nintli 
century  (sce  Section  5). 

It  is  important  to  rcalize  that  the  Syro-hexapla  was  not 
the  only  source  of  knowledge  of  the  Septuagint’s  biblical  text 
for  Syriac  rcaders.  In  the  sixth  century  there  wcre  translations 
of  some  individual  books  of  the  Old  Testament  made  from  Greek 
(fragments  of  a  version  of  Isaiah  survive),  and  it  is  possible  that 
thèse  werc  commissioned  by  Philoxcnus,  bishop  of  Mabbug»  Then 
in  his  old  âge,  in  the  early  years  of  cighth  century,  the  great 
Syrian  Orthodox  scholar  Jacob  of  Edessa  undertook  another 
translation  from  Greek,  but  also  keeping  some  éléments  from 
the  Pcshitta.  His  Work  evidently  covered  several  books  of  the 
Old  Testament,  but  only  a  few  survive  today  (Pcntateuch,  1-2 
Samuel,  1  Kings,  Isaiah,  Ezckicl  and  Daniel;  sonie  of  thèse 
only  in  fragmentary  form). 

There  was  one  further  important  source  of  knowledge  of 
the  Septuagint’s  biblical  text:  this  was  not  in  the  form  of  an 
actual  biblical  translation,  but  was  available  indircctly,  in  tran¬ 
slation  of  thc  Greek  Fathers  into  Syriac.  These  Greek  writers 
ofeourse  quoted  the  Old  Testament  from  the  Scptuagint,  and 
when  their  Works  werc  translated  into  Syriac  the  practice  of  the 
Syriac  translators  from  about  A  D  500  onwards  was  to  translate 
the  biblical  quotations  from  the  Septuagint  exactly  as  they  found 
them  (earlier  they  had  often  adapted  the  quotations  to  the 
Peshitta  text,  since  that  was  the  biblical  text  which  was  familiar 
to  their  rcaders).  It  was  through  these  translations  of  Greek 
patristic  texts  that  manv  exegetical  traditions  based  on  the 
Scptuagint,  rather  than  on  the  Pcshitta,  reached  the  Syriac 
Churchcs;  wc  shall  later  on  look  at  passage  where  the  différences 
between  the  Greek  and  the  Syriac  caused  some  intriguing  pro- 
blems  which  bave  leli  their  mark  in  some  liturgical  texts 
(Section  7,  on  Gcn  1:2) 
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2.  New  Testament 

■tarH'i;.-  1 

,.(1)  DIATESSARON 

g*--,  vl 

r  '  The  harmonv  of  the  four  Gospels  known  as  the  Diatessaron 
'  is  assoclated  with  Tatian,  an  important  Syrian  theôlogian  who 
Wrote  in  Greek  just  after  the  middle  of  the  second  century ./Fatian 
had  studied  in  Rome  under  Justin  Martyr  before  returning  to 
thc.east  (his  exact  home  is  unknown).  It  is  uncertain  when, 
where,  and  in  what  language,  he  composed  the  Diatessaron;  the 
original  Work  is  unfortunately  lost,  but  traces  of  it  can  be  found 
in  the  Christian  west  as  well  as  in  the  Christian  east.  As  far  as 
j  the  Syriac  Churches  arc  concerned,  it  is  certain  that  the  Diatess¬ 
aron  circulatcd  widely  in  Syriac  and  that  it  was  regarded  as  an 
authoritative  form  of  the  Gospel  text  until  the  carly  fifth  century, 
When  it  was  suppressed  in  favour  of  the  separate  four  Gospels. 
In  the  fourth  century  St.  Ephrcm  even  wrote  a  cominentary  on 
the  Diatessaron,  and  it  is  this  work  which  is  our  most  important 

,  witness  to  the  actual  text  of  the  Diatessaron, 

...  .  1  .  ;  ..... 

>  _l  •  *  *  ’ 

At  the  time  when  Tatian  was  compiling  the  Diatessaron 
the  idca  of  a  canonical  set  of  four  Gospels  was  only  in  ils  infancy. 
This  explains  why  hc  felt  able  'to  take  certain  liberties  with  the 
text,' evén  introducing  herc  and  therc  features  which.  ar.c  îiot  to 
bc  found  in  the  four  Gospels  of  Matthcw,  Mark,  Lukc  and  John. 
:Thc"  following  are  three  cxamplcs  of  sucli  features.' 

3  In  Matt.  4:4  and  Mark  1:6  John  the  Baptist  is  said  to 
bavé  livcd  off  Mocusts  and  wild  honcy’.  Many  latcr  readers 
Vrcrc  surpriscd  that  an  âscctic  like  John  should  hâve  caten  a 
non-vegetarian  dict,  with'  locusts,  and  various  interprétations 
Vcre:  put  forward  suggesting  that  the  Greek  word  in  question 
in  fact  'tneant  some  sort  of  plant.  Tatian  cvidently  took  a  more 
tdical  coui'sc,  removing  the  offending  Word  used  by  Matthcw 
and  Mark  altogethcr,  and  subsisting  fmilk  of  the  mountains’; 
John' ‘the  Baptist,  according  to  this  new  reading,  livcd  off  milk 
ad  honey,  in  other  words,  the  food  of  the  Promised  Land 
Jeuterononiy  6:3).  The  Old  Testament  association  was  ccr- 
iinly  intentional  on  Tatiari’s  part,  for  the  entry  into  the  Pro- 
aised-  Land  Was  seen  as'a  tÿpological  counterpart  to  Christian 
tàptism.b.n.  ' 
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In  tlic  account  of  Jésus’  baptism  in  thc  Jordan  (Matt 
3:16,  Mark  1:10,  Luke  3:22)  Tatian  introduced  a  detail  which 
is  absent  from  thc  three  Gospels:  as  Jésus  entered  thc  water 
'a  grcat  light  appeared’.  This  was  certainly  not  an  entirely 
1  new  invention  on  Xatian’s  part;  rather,  hc  was  simply  adapt- 
ing  a  tradition  alrcady  in  existence  that  firc  had  appeared  at 
Jésus’  baptism.  In  Tatian’s  theology  (which  wc  know  of  from 
his  Oration  to  the  Greeks)  light  is  a  inucli  ‘  more  important 
thcological  symbol  than  fire,  and  it  is  probably  for  this  reason 
that  lie  made  thc  alteration  (only  one  lettcr’s  différence  in  Syriac: 
“nura”  ‘firc’,  but  “nuhra”  ‘light’).  ’ 

The  familiar  text  of  Jésus’  words  to  Peter  in  Matt  16:18 
reads  ‘on  this  rock  will  I  build  my  church,  and  thc  gates  of 
hell  shall  not  prevail  againsl  it’.  Hcre  thc  précise  mcaning  of 
‘gates  of  hell’  is  far  from  clear;  most  modem  translations  take 
it  as  a  metaphor  and  render  it  by  ‘powers  of  death’  (thus  e.  g. 
Rcviscd  Standard  Version,  New  English  Bible).  The  Syriac 
Diatcssaron  had  a  rather  different  wording,  employing  ‘bars 
of  Sheol’  instcad  (Sheol  is  the  Hebrew  and  Aramaic  tcrm  for 
thc  place  of  the  dcad).  At  first  sight  this  leaves  the  passage 
just  as  obscure,  but  if  we  realize  that  the  mention  of ‘bars’ 
carrics  with  it  an  allusion  to  two  Old  Testament  passages,  Psalm 
107:16  and  Isaiah  45:2,  then  the  intention  behind  the  alteration 
bccomes  clear:  thèse  passages,  whcre  God  is  describcd  as  ‘shatter- 
ing  the  doors  of  bronze  and  breaking  the  bars  of  iron’,  were 
interpreted  in  the  carly  Church  ,^s  referring  to  Christ’s  descent 
into  Sheol.  By  introducing  the  allusjqn  to  thçsç  Old  Testament 
passages  which  were  taken  as;  prefiguring .  Christ’s  descent  into 
Sheol,  Tatian  is  providing  the  reader  with  a  due-  how  to  lnter- 
pret  Matt  16:18:  Christ  is  promising  Peter  that  the  bars  and 
gates  of  Sheol  will  not  be  able  to  prevail  against  thc  Church, 
just  as  they  would  not  be  able.to  prevail  against  him  at  his 
coming  dcscent  into  Sheol;  just  as  lie  would  ,‘shattcr.  the  doors’ 
and  ‘break  thc  bars’  of  Sheol  as  he  rose  from  the  dead,  so  too 
would  thc  Church  at  the  final  résurrection. 

In  two  of  thèse  changes  to  the  wording  of  thc  text  Tatian 
bas  introduced  allusions  .to  the  Old  Testament.  ..This  is  in  itSelf 
of  interest,  for  he  was  writing  at  a  time  when  Marcion  and  his 
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followers  werc  throwlng  out  the  Old  Testament  altogether  from 

use  in  the  Church.  ,  . ,  * 

»  .1  »•  *  ' 

.The  first  and  third  ofthese  'alterations  arc  known  solely 
Hom  Syriac  and  other  castern  witnesses,  and  they  have  left  no 
trace  in  the  western  Diatcssaron  witnesses,  such  as  llic  çncdieva 
vernacular' Gospel  harmonies.  Thus  there  is  possibility  that  they 
arc  the  work  of  thé  author  of  the  Syriac  Diatessaron,  rather  than 
of  Tatian-  (supposing  that  he  wrotc  the  Diatcssaron  in  Greck, 

rather  than  Syriac).  '> 

,  , .  :  ; .  :>  ■  '  "  ■ 

(2)  OLD  SYRIAC  \  .  '  ,  , 

y  i  t.  •* 

«  *  •  •  .<*1  •  •  i, 

'  The  Old  Syriac  version  of  the  New  1  cstamcnt  is  knoWn  to 
us  only  from  two  ancient  manuscripts,  both'  contaimng  just  the 
Gospels.  There  must  have  been  a  Syriac  translation  of  the  tçst  of 
Acts  and  the  Epistles  prior  to  the  time  of  thc'Peshitta  révision 
(c.400),  since  Ephrem  comments  on  thèse  books;^  very  little,  how- 
ever,  can  be  reeovered  of  the  actual  wording  of  that  part  of  the 
Old  Syriac.  In  what  follows  the  tcrm  Old  Syriac  will  refci  only 
to  the  Old  Syriac  translation' of  the  Gospels.  ; ^  ^  ,  , 

1  '  £  ....N  ajü i  od 

The  two'i,mamiscripts/containing  tlic  Old  Syriac  Gospels 
arc  today  known  as  the  Ciiretoniàn  (C;  àficr  William  'Curcton. 
its  first  editor)  and  the  Sinaitic  (S;  since  'the  manuscript  belongs 
to  St  Cathcrinc’s  Monastcry  in  Sinai).  Ncithcr  is  complété,  and 
the  Sinaitic  manuscript  is  often  illcgiblc  silice  the  original  text 
lias  been  sponged'ioff  and  another  quite  different  text  has  then 
been  supcrimposed.  Both  G  and  S  have  the  title  ‘Gospel  of  the 

Scparated  (Evangcliàts)*-/  .'••Ewangcli?ns'  da-Mépharrcshc,  whichi* 
evidently  meant  to  distinguish  this  version  of  the  four  separate 
Gospels  from  the  ‘Gospel  of  the  Minglcd  (Evahgclists)’,  Ewange- 
lion  da-Mehalletc,  whicli  refers  to  the  Diatcssaron. 

'  . i  •  .  .  ”  H,h'  Jd 

The  date  when  the  Old  Syriac  translation  was  made  is 
very  uncertain,  though  •  it  is  now  thought  certain  that  .it  is  later 
than  the  Diatessaron.  The  dates  to  which  modem  scholars  have 
assigned  the  translation  range  from  the  late  second  century  to 
the  early  tourth  century  (the  two  ‘  manuscripts  thcinsclves  pio- 
bably  both  belong  to  the  fifth  century). 
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(3)  PESHITTA 

. . ^nrsaïsas 
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the  Old  Syriac,  hringing  it  into  doser  line  with  thc  Grcck.  As 
we  hâve  scen,  thc  two  Old  Syriac  manuscripts  C  and  S  them- 
selves  show  traces  of  sporadic  révision.  It  seems  likely  that  the 
process  of  révision  which  resulted  in  the  Peshitta  tcxt  as  we 
know  it  was  a  long  one,  reaching  its  completion  in  the  early 
fifth  century.  In  its  final  form  the  révision  seems  to  hâve  been 
‘marketcd’  vcry  successfully,  for  it  evidently  rapidly  replaced 
thc  Old  Syriac  and  Diatessaron  and  became  the  standard  text 
for  ail  the  Syriac  Churches.  Traces  of  the  oldcr  versions,  the 
Diatessaron  and  Old  Syriac,  did  ncvcrtheless  survive  hcrc  and 
there,  both  as  isolated  readings  in  a  few  Peshitta  manuscripts, 
and  in  quotations  by  later  writers;  thus,  for  cxample,  the  rcad- 
ing  of  thc  Syriac  Diatessaron  at  Matt.  16:18,  ‘bars  of  Sheol’ 
(as  opposed  to  ‘gates  of  Sheol’  in  both  the  Old  Syriac  and  the 
Peshitta),  is  still  known  to  many  writers  after  the  fifth  ccntury. 


long  ^after  the  Diatessaron  itself  had  been  officially  suppressed. 
It  has  been  suggested  that  the  Peshitta  révision  was  act- 

' 1  »  1  ' 

ually  the  work  of  the  great  bishop  of  Edessa,  Rabbula  (who  died 


>n  435).  This,  however,  now  seems  unlikely,  though  Edessa 
(with  its  famous  theological  school)  may  hâve  been  the  place 
from  which  the  final  form  of  the  révision  was  propagated.  It  is 
interesting  that  many  early  Peshitta  manuscripts  contain  the 


,‘Eusebian  canons’,  which  provide  a  convenient  System  of  cross 


référencés  between  the  different  Gospels  (each  Gospel  is  divided 


into  numbered  sections):  perhaps  this  was  a  spécifie  featurc  which 

accompanied  the  new  ‘édition’  of  the  Syriac  New  Testament. 

i  I /  M  ■  ,’t  1  ■  '  '  ,r 

The  Peshitta  covers  only  thosc  books  which  were  regarded 
.by  thc  Syriac  Chnach  as  authoritativc,  namely,  the  Gospels,  Acts, 
the  ,  Pauline  Epistles,  James,  I  Peter,  and  I  John.  In  early 
üeshittà  manuscripts  the  Catholic  Epistles  corne  between,  Acts  and 
|hë)  Pauline  Epistles,  and  not  after  the  latter.  2  Peter,  2-3  John, 
Jude  and  Révélation  were  not  Itranslated  into  Syriac  .until  d?e 
sixth  century  (possibly  as  part  of  the  Philoxenian  version,  though 
,t]his  is  not  at  ail  certain).  A  number  of  isolated  verses,  familiar 
.from  English  translations  of  thc  New  Testament,  are  also  missing 
from  the  Peshitta:  Matt.  27:35  b,  Luke  22:17-18,  John  7:53-8:11 
,(the,\voman  caught  in  adultery),  Acts  8:37,  15:34  and  28:29;  in 
modem  printed  éditions  tliese  arc  usually  supplicd  from  some 
later  version. 
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There  is  remarkably  Iittlc  variation  between  different 
manuscripts  of  the  Peshitta  New  Testament:  only  a  rather  small 
number  of  Peshitta  manuscripts  préserve  a  few  isolatcd  rcadings 
which  go  back  to  the  Old  Syriac.  There  arc,  however,  one  or  two 
passages  of  theological  interest  where  variation  has  crept  in.  The 
most  famous  of  such  passages  is  the  end  of  Hcbrews  2:9,  where 
manuscripts  of  East  Syrian  provenance  regularly  hâve  ‘for  he 
(Jésus),  apart  from  God,  tasted  death  on  behalf  of  everyone’, 
while  manuscripts  of  West  Syrian  origin  hâve  ‘for  by  grâce  God 
tasted  death  on  behalf  of  everyone’.  The  variation  has  its  origin 
in  the  Greek;  there  the  majority  of  manuscripts  hâve  ‘by  the 
grâce  of  God’  (“chariti  theou”),  but  a  very  small  number  hâve 
Svithout  God’  (“choris  theou”).  Scholars  have  long  argued  over 
which  of  these  is  the  original  reading,  but  as  far  as  the  Peshitta 
is  concerncd  it  would  seem  that  ‘by  grâce  God’  (slightly  different 
from  the  Greek’s  ‘by  the  grâce  of  God’)  may  belong  to  the  original 
Syriac  translation,  while  ‘without  God’  was  perhaps  introduced 
into  East  Syrian  manuscripts  at  an  carly  date  under  the  influence 
of  Théodore  of  Mopsuestia’s  strong  support  for  that  reading 
(which  for  him  had  the  advantage  of  avoiding  any  idea  of  the 
Godhcad  suffering  at  the  crucifixion:  it  is  only  the  Man  who 
‘tasted  death’,  not  God  the  Word). 

(4)  PHILOXENIAN 

There  has  been  much  confusion  among  scholars  over  the 
rclationship  between  the  Philoxenian  and  the  Harclcan  versions 
of  the  Syriac  New  Testament,  but  some  recently  publishcd  com- 
inentaries  on  the  Gospels  by  Philoxenus  himself  have  provided  a 
definite  solution.  Thus  we  now  know  that  the  Philoxenian 
version  is  lost,  and  that  the  very  literal  translation  which  does 
survive  is  the  Harclean  (despite  the  fact  that  its  editor  unfor- 
tunately  gave  it  the  title  ‘versio  Philoxeniana’). 

The  Philoxenian  New  Testament  was  not  a  completely  new 
translation,  but  a  révision  of  the  Peshitta,  commissioncd  by 
Philoxenus  of  Mabbug  and  carried  out  by  his  chorepiscopos 
Polycarp.  The  work  was  completed  in  508.  Although  no  manu¬ 
scripts  containing  the  Philoxenian  survive,  a  number  of  quotations 
from  it  are  preserved  in  Philoxcnus’s  comrrientaries  on  the 
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Gospels;  furthcrmore,  in  one  of  thcse  (the  Commentary  on  the 
Prologue  of  John)  Philoxenus  explains  why  he  commissioned  the 
révision.  Philoxenus,  who  lived  at  a  time  of  heated  theological 
controvcrsy,  was  unhappy  with  some  rather  frec  renderings  in 
the  Peshitta  of  passages  such  as  Matt  1:1,  1:18,  Heb  5:7,  and 
10:5,  ail  of  whicli  hâve  important  theological  implications  fora 
proper  understanding  of  the  nature  of  theTncarnation.  Philoxenus 
complained  that  the  rather  loose  rendering  of  these  verses  in  the 
Peshitta  gave  possible  scope  for  ‘a  Nestorian  interprétation*  (as 
he  called  it);  accordingly  he  saw  the  need  for  a  more  exact  rend¬ 
ering  of  the  Greek  new  Testament  into  Syriac.  He  himself  put 
it  as  follows: 

When  those  of  old  undertook  to  translate  these  passages 
'they  made  mistakes  in  many  things,  whether  '  intentionally 
or  through  '  ignorance.  These  mistakes  conccrned  not  only 
what'is  taught  about  the  Economy  in  the  flesh,  but  various 
other  things  concerning  different  matters.  It  was  for  this 
reason  that  wc  hâve  now  taken  the  trouble  to  hâve  the 
Holy  Scriptures  translated  anew  from  Greek  into  Syriac. 

Philoxenus*  comments  on  Heb  5:7  illustratc  the  sort  of 
wording  he  was'  'Conccrned  about.  P’irst  of  ail  he  quotes  what  he 
considcrs  to  bc  the  correct  translation  of  the  Greek,  ‘He,  who  in 
the  days  of  his  flesh...’  ;  he  then  gocs  on  as  follows: 

'  é 

In  place  of  this  they  (the  Peshitta’s  translators)  translated 
‘when  he  was  clothed  in  the  flesh’,  and  instead  of  trans- 
•  lating  Paul  they  inclined  towards  the  position  of  Nes- 

torius,  who  cast  the  body  onto  the  Word  as  one  does  a 
\garment  onto  an  ordinary  body,  or  as  purple  is  put  on 
[emperors  (these  are  both  favouritc  analogies  among  East 
Syrian  writers). 

From  these  and  other  remarks  by  Philoxenus  himself,  we 
can  see  that  the  prime  motivation  behind  -^the  Philoxenian  New 
Testament  was  provided  by  the  theological  controversies  of  the 
time  and  the  need  for  an  accurate  and  literal  translation  of  the 
Greek  New  Testament. 

It  is  possible  that  the  anonymous  sixth-century  translation 
of  the  minor  Catholic  Epistles  (2  Peter,  2 — 3  John,  Jude)  and 
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Révélation  mav  belong  to  the  Philoxenian  New  Testament,  in 
which  case  they  would  be  the  only  surviving  représentatives 
of  this  version.  The  style  of  translation  would  scem  appropriate 
for  what  we  know  of  the  Philoxenian,  but  against  this  we  need 
to  weight  the  fact  that  Philoxenus  himself  never  seems'to  quote 
from  these  books,  which  would  be  a  little  surprising  if  he  was  the 
person  who  had  commissioncd  their  first  translation  into  Syriac. 

(5)  HARCLEAN 

The  Harclean  version  represents  the  culmination  of  the 
long  process  of  révision  of  the  Syriac  translation  of  the  New 
Testament.  Its  autlior  was  Thomas  of  Harkel,  who  worked  at 
the  sa  me  monastery  as  Paul  of  Telia,  outside  Alexandrin,  and  at 
the  same  time;  he  complctcd  his  work  in  616.  Their  technique 
o(  highly  sophisticatcd  literal  translation  is  very  similar. 

Thomas  worked  on  the  basis  of  the  previous  révision,  the 
Philoxenian,  and  he  covered  the  entire  New  Testament,  includ- 
ing  the  minor  Catholic  Epistles  and  Révélation.  In  contrast 
to  the  Philoxenian,  where  the  motivation  scems  to  hâve  been 
primarily  theologica),  the  Harclean  displays  a  much  greater 
interest  in  Philological  detail:  every  particlc  of  the  Greek  origi¬ 
nal  is  rcflécted  in  the  translation.  Thomas  regularly  strivess  to 
achieve  a  formai  équivalence  between  the  Greek  and -the  Syriac 
text,  with  the  resuit  that  it  is  possible  for  the  modem  scholar 
to  reconstruit  the,' Greek  text  which  he  must  hâve  used  as  the 
basis  for  his  révision.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  Thomas  did  not  con¬ 
fine  himself  to  one  Greek  minuscript,  for  the  colophon,  or  note 
at  the  end  of  the  text,  in  many  Harclean  manuscripts  speaks  ef 
his  having  used  two  or  thrcc  different  Greek  manuscripts.  It  so 
happens  that  one  of  the  Greek  ma’nusdripts  which  he  used  in 
Acts  is  of  great  interest  for  the  study  of  the  transmission  of  the 
Grcqk text  Of  the  New  Testament,  since.it,  conta  ins  an  archaic 
type  of  the  tcxtual  tradition  which  is  not  well  attested  elsewhere. 
"dt  '!■>  ,  •  ••  y  ;  .  •  ii  !  t.  !,;•/•  *  ■  t,  ,  t 

The  Harclean  version  soon  became  popular  in  the  Svrian 
Orthodox  Church  and  it  was  often  used  4in  Lcctionary  '  manu¬ 
scripts,  instcad  of  the  Peshitta,  It  was  also  used  as  the  basis 
fora  harmony  of  the  four  Gospels  which  covered  the  Passion 
narrative.'  •  '  •  ;  .  •  '  '  ■  •  '  ' 


< 


SECTION  III 

HOW  DOES  THE  SYRIAC  BIBLE  REACH  US? 


In  this  section  we  shall  look  at  the  ways  in  which  the 
Syriac  Bible  is  transmitted  to  us.  Needless  to  say,  no  autographs 
of  any  of  the  original  translators  survive;  in  the  case  of  the  Syro- 
hexapla  and  Harclean,  however,  we  do  hâve  sorae  manuscripts 
which  must  hâve  been  written  less  than  a  century  after  these 
translations  had  been  made.  ' 'i*' in  >■ 

:i'1*  t  .  -il»j  '  lî  •;!*  J 

1.  Biblical  Manuscripts  •••tr.-M  îmh  • 

A  very  large  number  of  Syriac  biblical  manuscripts  sur¬ 
vive.  These  are  always  in  codex,  or  book,  format,  and  the 
writing  material  used  is  either  vellum  or  paper,  (which  was 
introduccd  in  the  Middle  Ages).  The  manuscripts  can  vary  in 
size,  from  the  enormous  ‘pandects’  containing  the  .whole  Old 
Testament  or  whole  New  Testament  (very.  rar.cly  both  together), 
to  miniature  manuscripts.  written  in  a  tiny  script  containing  a 
single i  ibook;  or  small  group  of  books.  The  vast  majorityi.  of 
manuscripts,  however,  are  of  more  practical  sizes,  and  normally 
they  contain  a  group  of  ;  books  at  a  time.  Occasionally,,one  may 
find  a  biblical  book  incorporated  into  a  manuscript  which  other- 
wise  contains  non-biblical  texts.  ,|  , , ...  ■ 

"  '  '  lit!  ’  ii'-'S  -m! I  -j . mj 

•  Many  manuscripts  hâve  a  colophon,  or  note  by  the  scribe  , 
at  the  end,  and  this  may  give  information  about  the  place  where 
the  manuscript  was  written;  and  the  date.  Normally,  the 'date  ,is 
given  according  to  the  Sdeucid  craj  or  ‘reckoning  of  the  Greeks’, 

or  rof  Alexander  [the  Great]’,  which  began  in  October,  B  C  312; _ 

thus,  for  cxamplcj  the  year  771  of  the  Scleucid  era  will  corres¬ 
pond  to  October  459  to  September  460  in  the  Christian  era.  • 

lt  un  •  | .  ■ 

The  oldcst  dated;Syriac  biblical  manuscript,  a  fragment 
of  Isaiah  in  the  British  Library  (Add.  14512),  is  in  fact  dated  to 
771  ‘according  to  the  Greeks’,  that  is,  A  D  459/60;  another 
manuscript  also  in  London  (Add.  14425),  t  containing  Gcnesis  and 
Exodus,.is  dated.  463/4.  For  the  Peshitta  New  .Testament , the 
earliest  dated  manuscripts  belong  to  the  early  sixth  century;  there 
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are,  however,  some  undated  ones  which  probably  belongtothe, 
fifth  century.  ’S 

A  few  manuscripts  contain  more  than  one  different  biblical 
version  at  the  same  time,  arranged  in  parallel  colomns.  Thus 
there  is  one  fragmentary  manuscript  containing  the  Peshitta 
and  Syro-hexapla  of  Isaiah  set  side  by  side.  More  frequently 
such  manuscripts  are  genuinely  polyglot,  and  hâve  versions  in  Ü 
different  languages.  One  of  the  earliest  polyglot  manuscripts-is_ 
a  ninth-century  Psalter,  now  in  Leningrad:  this  lias  the  Greekj 
the  Syro-hexapla,  and  the  Arabie  texts  set  out  in  three  columns. 
More  ambitious  in  scope  are  a  group  of  fourteenth-century 
manuscripts  evidentlv  written  in  Egypt,  for  the  most  part  in- 
tended  for  liturgical  use  among  the  multi-lingual  groups  of 
monks  in  the  Nitrian  Désert.  Two  of  these  are  Psalters  which- 
anticipate  the  earliest  Eüropean  polyglot  Psalter  of  1516:one  of  ( 
them  has  the  text  set  out  in  five  columns,  containing  Ethiopie] 
Syriac  (Peshitta),  Coptic,  Arabie  and  Armenian;  the  other  has  I 
the  text  in  four  columns,  and  this  time  the  languages  are  Arabie, 
Syriac  (Syro-hexapla),  Greek  and  Hebrew.  The  inclusion -of 
Hebrew  in  a  Christian  biblical  manuscript  at  that  time  seems  to, 
be  without  parallel,  and  clearly  the  monk  who  compiled  the 
manuscript  rnust  hâve  been  a  remarkable  scholar  for  his  time.  - 

.  -if 

As  far  as  cach  individual  Syriac  version  is  concerned,  we 
hâve  the  following  picture: 


OLD  TESTAMENT  (I)  PESHITTA 


There  are  very  few  manuscripts  containing  the  complété  S 
Old  Testament;  it  is  significant  that  the  majority  of  these  be- 
long  to  the  seventeenth  century,  for  by  that  time  the  invention 
of  printing  had  accustomed  people  to  the  idea  of  a  complété  Old 
Testament,  or  a  complété  Bible:  these  manuscripts  weré:in  fact 
written  only  shortly  before  the  first  printed  édition  of  The 
whole  Syriac  Bible  (the  Paris  Polyglot,  of  1645;  see  below,  oii 
EDITIONS).  The  four  earliest  manusripts  containing  (or  once 
containing)  the  complété  Peshitta  Bible  (Old  and  New  Testa¬ 
ments)  are: 
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Bj  ,j  —  the  codex  Ambrosianus,  in  thc — Am.hcosi.an  Library, 
lilan,  Italy  (ms  B.  21  Inf.;  7al  in  the  Leiden  édition  of  the 
Peshitta  OT);  this  is  written  in  a  beautiful  Estrangelo  script, 
which  can  be  dated  to  thc  sixtli  or  seventh  century. 

,t  ,  — Paris,  Bibliothèque  Nationale,  Syriac  ms  341  (8al  in  thc 

içiden  édition);  this  is  written  in  a  neat  Estrangelo  script  belong- 
ing  to  the  eighth  century,  and  it  contains  some  illustrations 
(portraits  of  Old  Testament  figures,  and  some  scenes). 

—  Florence,  Laurentian  Library  ms  Or.  58  (9al  in  thc 
Leiden  édition);  this  is  written  in  serto  script  which  can  be  dated 

5m‘  ?  ,  ‘ 

to  the  ninth  century. 

—  Cambridge,  University  Library  ms  Oo.  I.  l,2(12al  in  the 
eiden  édition);  this  is  written  in  a  neat  Estrangelo  script  which 
can  be  dated  to  the  twelfth  century;  it  also  contains  some  illustra¬ 
tions  in  the  form  of  small  portraits  of  biblical  persons.  This 
manuscript  has  important  connections  with  India,  for  it  was 
once  in  Kérala.  Although  it  was  written  in  north  Mesopotamia, 
Kthe  manuscript  was  taken  to  India,  perhaps  some  time  in  thc 
.eighteenth  century,  for  in  1806  the  Syrian  Orthodox  bishop  Mar 
;Dionysius  I  (Mar  Thomas  VI)  presented  it  to  Dr.  Claudius 
Buchanan,  Viec-Principal  of  Fort  William  College,  Calcutta. 
Dr.  Buchanan  had  spoken  to  him  of  plans  to  print  the  Syriac 
.'Bible  in  England,  and  this  was  the  reason  for  Mar  Dionysius’ 
gencrous  gift.  Use  was  indeed  made  of  ‘the  Buchanan  Bible’ 
(as  the  manuscript  came  to  be  called)  in  preparing  the  printed 
édition,  and  when  it  was  finally  published  (in  1823)  copies  werc 
'sent  to  Kérala.  (This  édition  has  recently  (1979)  been  re-issued 
by  the  United  Bible  Socicties). 

§ , 

ï(h  If  wc  compare  the  contents  and  order  of  books  in  these 
•four  complété  Old  Testaments,  we  will  discover  that  they  ail 
..differ  in  scveral  respects  both  in  the  books  they  contain  and  in 
,  the  order  in  which  they  give  them.  It  is  thus  clear  that  neither 
Econtents  nor  order  of  books  was  regardcd  as  being  at  ail  fixed. 
|This  is  in  fact  hardly  surprising  when  onc  remembers  that 
:  manuscripts  containing  thé  complète  Bible  arc  the  exception, 
and  that  normally  a  biblical  manuscript  will  only  contain  a 
group  of  books  (such  as  thc  Pentateuch)  at  a  time. 
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The  ordcr  of  books  in  the  oldest  of  thcsc  completel 
Peshitta  Bibles,  the  codex  Ainbrosianus,  lias  a  nuinber  of  inter»'  a 
csting  featurcs  winch  are  vvorth  looking  at  briefly;  the  ordeffl 
and  contents  arc  as  follows:  Pentateuch,  Job,  Joshua,  Judges/ 
1-2  Samuel,  Psalms,  1-2  Kings,,  Provcrbs,  Wisdom  of  Solomon,t 
Ecclesiastes,  Song  of  Songs,  Isaiah,  Jeremiah,  Lamentations,^ 
Letters  of  Jeremiah  and  [of  Baruch,  Baruch,  Ezekicl,  12  MinoiJ; 
Prophcts,  Daniel,  Bel  and  the  Dragon,  Ruth,  Susanna,  Esther/ 
Judith,  Ben  Sira,  1-2  Chronicles,  Apocalypse  of  Baruch,  IV  Ezra 
(Esdras),  Ezra,  Nchemiah,  1-4  Maccabees. 


The  contents  hâve  a  numbcr  of  surprises,  for  we  find  in-, 
cluded  here  sevcral  books  which  arc  considcred  "by  inost  western  ! 
Ghurches  to  be  outside  the  OUI  Testament  Canon,  and  among 
tliese  are  several  which  are  not  even  to  be  found  in  the  so-called 
‘Apocrypha’  or  Deuter-o-G  taonical  Books.  This  applies  above 
ail  to  the  Apocalypse  of  Baruch  and  IV  Ezra,  both  of  which  arçî 
long  apocalyptic  Works  of  Jewish  origin  and  dating  probably  frpx 
the  late  f’irst  century  AD;  the  codex  Ambrosianus  is  in  fact  thç 
only  Syriac  manuscript  to  cotitain  tliese  two  books  in  full_(therer 
are  some  extracts  inciuded  in  a  few  Lactionaries).  Both  books, 
wcre  translatcd  into  Svriac  from  Grcck,  but  the  Grcck  text  doCs 
not  survive  (apart  from  a  few  fragments  for  the  Apocalypse  of 
Baruch);  for  IV  Ezra  there  is  also  a  Latin  and  a  Georgian  transi» 
lation  in  existence,  but  f.ir  the  Apocalypse  of  Baruch  we  hâve  no 
otlier  witness  apart  from  this  manuscript  and  a  Later  Arabie^ 
translation.  fœ 

The  order  of  the  books  also  lias  a  nurnber  of  surprises. 
In  the  first  plaec,  we  can  observe  that  the  scribe  lias  for  the  most. 
part  tried  to  arrange  them  in  historical  order,  according  to  the 
date  of  cach  book’s  supposed  author.  This  explains  why  Psalms, 
(attributed  to  David)  cornes  between  Samuel  and  Kings;  and 
why  the  various  books  attributed  to  Solomon  follow  Kings.  •  It 
also  explains  why  Job  follows  immediately  after  the  Pentateuch 
wlien  one  realizes  that  Job  has  been  identified  with  Jobab  (Gen 
10:29);  probably  the  same  tradition  was  alrcady  known  by  the 
Essene  Community  at  Qumran,  for  the  only  biblical  manuscripts 
from  Qumran  written  in  the  Old  Hebrew  script  are  books  of 
the  Pentateuch  and  Job:  evidcntly  this  particular  script  was 
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PresérVëiî  for  books  originating  in  thc  patriarchal  period.  This 
;  position  for  Job  is  in  fact  quite  common  in  Syriac  biblical  manur 
■scripts1  (thus  it  likewise  follovvs  the  Pentateuch  in  both  thc  Paris 

ind  the  Cambridge  complété  Peshitta  Bibles). '' 

»»;•'  '  • 
It  will  be  noticed  that  codex  Ambrosianus  groups  ail  thc 
Pbooks'  on  women  together  (Ruth,  Susanna,  Esther,  Judith). 
**This  seems  to  hâve  bcen  quite  a  widespread  practice  from  the 
yj  .sixth  century  onwards,  and  this  group  of  books  is  often  given  the 
Etitle  ‘the  book  of  the  Women’. 

East  Syrian  manuscripts  from  the  ninth  century  onwards 
S  usually  hâve  a  group  of  books  entitlcd  Beth  Mawtbc,  or  ‘Sessions 
|'(the  reason  for  this  title  is  obscure);  this.  consists  of  Joshua, 
R-Judges,  Samuel,  Kings,  Provcrbs,  Ecclesiastes,  Ruth,  Song  of 

fi  Songs,  Ben  Sira,  Job. 

“‘W  ,! 

It  is  of  interest  to  hâve  some  idea  of  the  number  of 
^manuscripts  containing  parts  of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament.  In 
the  following  list,  arranged  by  century,  it  is  important  to  re- 
member  that  (1)  the  dating  of  Syriac  manuscripts  is  often  rather 
uneertain  (only  a  fcw  biblical  manuscripts  hâve  dates  provided 
;  in  the  colophones);  and  (2)  the  grcat  majority  of  thèse  manu¬ 
scripts  contain  only  a  single  group  of  books  at  a  time  (or  some- 
■  times  only  one  book). 


LV-  ■' 


sixth  century 


seventh  cent, 
eighth  cent, 
ninth  cent, 
tenth  cent, 
eleventh  cent, 
twelfth  cent, 
thirteenth  cent, 
fourteenth  cent, 
fifteenth  cent, 
sixteenth  cent, 
‘seventeenth  cent. 
5-.",  eightcenth  cent. 

nineteenth  cent. 


—  27  mss  (often  only  one  book,  and 
often  fragmentary) 

(same  applies). 


y 
F&.b 

BaV,  - 

lï' 


P»-" 

ET.:.:  •  • 


—  32  mss 

—  10  mss 

—  12  mss 

—  23  mss 

—  5  mss 

—  9  mss 

—  7  mss 

—  3  mss 

—  6  mss 

—  16  mss 

—  26  mss 

—  17  mss 

—  23  mss 
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For  the  rather  large  number  of  earlv  manuscripts  we  owe  a  spécial 
debt  of  gratitude  to  the  abbot  Moses  of  the  Syrian  Monastcry 
in  the  Nitrian  Desert  (between  Cairo  and  Alexandria  ia  Egypt), 
for  in  the  carly  tenth  century  he  collected  together  a  fine  library 
of  old  Syriac  manuscripts  which  he  acquired  in  Mesopotamia. 
Subsequcntly  most  of  the  manuscripts  in  the  Syrian  Monastery’s 
library  came  to  the  Vatican  Library  (in  the  cighteenth  century 
and  the  British  Library  (nineteenth  century). 

The  carlicst  manuscripts  arc  dividcd  up  into  unnumbered 
paragraphs.  It  is  intriguing  to  discovcr  that  in  some  books  at 
least  (notably  lsaiah)  tliese  paragraph  breaks  very  frequently 
occur  at  the  sanie  place  âsThe  paragraph  breaks  in  the  two 
Hcbrew  manuscripts  of  lsaiah  from  Qumran,  as  well  as  thosc  in 
the  traditional  Hebrew  text,  reproduced  in  modem  éditions  of  • 
the  Hebrew  Bible  (the  two  Systems  arc  not  identical,  and  the 
Peshitta  represents  a  slightly  different  third  tradition).  Evidently 
the  Syriac  translator  must  hâve  taken  over  the  paragraph  divisions 
/roin  the  Hebrew  text  he  was  translating.  Later  manuscripts  of 
the  Peshitta  often  introduce  quitc  different  paragraph  breaks. 

The  earliest  manuscripts  hâve  no  chaptcr  divisions.  The 
division  of  books  of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  into  numbered 
chapters  (in  Syriac,  "shahc”)  is  first  attested  in  some  East 
Syrian  manuscripts  of  the  cighth  century;  subsequcntly  this 
System  was  adopted  by  West  Syrian  scribes  as  well.  A  few  manu¬ 
scripts  (such  as  the  Buchanan  Bible)  hâve  two  concurrent  Systems 
of  numberjng,  the  first  being  the  standard  System,  and  the  other 
being  a  cumulative  System  running  right  through  the  Old  Testa¬ 
ment  (or  group  of  books  within  the  Old  Testament).  It  should  be 
noted  that  thèse  chapter  divisions  only  very  rarcly  coïncide  with 
the  chapter  divisions  familial-  from  modem  translations  of  the 
Bible  (for  whose  origin,  see  Section  1). 

Fi’nally,  before  Ieaving  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament,  we 
should  look  at  the  way  in  which  the  text  itsclf  lias  been  trans- 
mitted  over  the  centuries.  On  the  wholc  one  can  say  that  Syriac 
scribes  were  gencrallv  very  careful  when  they  copicd  the  biblical 
text.  As  a  resuit,  we  find  rcmarkably  little.  variation  between  the 
different  manuscripts  (the  situation  is  very  different  with  the  Sep- 
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juâgintj  where  great  variation  occurs);  moreover,  where  variants 
;  do  occur,  they  are  cnly  rarely  of  much  conséquence.  Nevertheless 
the  Pcshitta  text  is  not  entirely  uniform  over  the  centuries,  and 
Veccnt  studies  hâve  suggested  that  the  following  is  the  general 
pattern  of  development  in  the  history  of  the  Peshitta  text  for  each 
ipok: 

[1]  Oldest  stage.  Very  few  witnesses  to  this  stage  survive, 
d  often  they  are  manuscripts  which  pose  particular  problems. 
It  seems  likely  that  in  this  oldest  stage  the  text  of  the  Peshitta 
as  rather  doser  to  the  Hebrew  original  than  is  the  case.with  the 
text  during  the  latcr  stages.  If  we  had  more  manuscripts  dating 
from  the  fifth  century  we  would  probably  be  in  a  bcttcr  position 
to  recover  more  of  this  archaic  stage. 

Jmw. 

:  [2J  The  next  stage  is  represented  by  manuscripts  of  the 

sixth  to  eighth  centuries  (inclusive);  since  we  are  rather  well 
provided  with  manuscripts  from  this  time,  this  stage  represents 
the  earliest  stage  in  the  history  of  the  Peshitta  text  which  we  can 
recover.  The  différence  between  this  stage  and  tire  oldest  stage 
(not  fully  rccoverable)  are  probably  the  resuit  of  attempts  to 
smooth  over  the  original  translation  here  and  there  in  the  inté¬ 
rêts  of  good  Syriac  idiom . 


[3]  The  third  stage  is  provided  by  manuscripts  of  the 
ninth  century  and  later,  and  is  often  referred  to  as  the  ‘Textus 
Receptus’,  or  Rcceived  Text.  The  différences  between  the 
Textus  Receptus  and  the  text  of  stage  2  are  not  very  many  (there 
are  somc  50  in  the  wholc  of  Isaiah),  and  are  rarely  of  great  signi* 
ficance.  It  remains  unclear  how  or  why  this  development  took 
place  — was  it  a  graduai  process,  continuing  the  sort  of  changes 
that  had  already  taken  place  between  stages  1  and  2,  or  was  it 
the  product  of  a  conscious  révision  by  a  particular  person  (and  if 
so,  by  what  criteria  did  he  work)? 

.  :  ■  ■  •  ,  .  J- 

The  following  arc  a  few  typical  cxamples  of  différences 

letween  stages  2  and  3,  taken  from  Isaiah: 

Wlr  >  i  . 

Isaiah  13:8  'their  eyes  will  not  hâve  pity  on  their 
children’)  Textus  Receptus  has  ‘your  childrcn’. 
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Isaiah  52:18  ‘there  is  noue  vvho  takcs  hcr  by  her  hand’] 
Textus  Receptus  adds  ‘and  raiscs  hcr’. 

Isaiah  66:21  ‘And  I  vvill  also  takc  from  thcm  pricsts  and 
Lévites’]  Textus  Receptus  otnits  ‘And’. 

Most  of  the  changes  are  very  minor,  and  are  introduced  in  order 
to  achicve  smoother  reading. 

The  Paris  manuscript  of  the  entire  Peshitta  Bible  (Paris 
syr  341-8  al)  is  of  interest  in  this  connection,  for  the  text  copied 
hy  the  original  scribe  belongs  to  stage  2,  but  at  sonie  latcr  date 
sorneonc  else  has  corne  along  and  systematic^lly  altered  the  text 
in  order  to  makc  it  conform  to  the  Textus  Receptus  (stage  3). 

[4]  In  the  course  of  the  later  Middlc  Ages  the  Textus 
Receptus  itsclf  underwent  some  further  devclopments,  mostly 
involving  very  minor  changes  (probably  due  to  the  inadvcrtencc 
of  scribes.)  It  so  happens  that  the  earlicst  printed  éditions  of 
the  Syriac  Bible  employcd  late  manuscripts,  and  so  their  text 
represents  the  latcst  stage  in  the  history  of  the  development  of  the 
Peshitta  text. 

OLD  TESTAMENT  [2]  SYRO-HEXAPLA 

Although  scveral  different  carly  manuscripts  of  parts  of 
the  Syro-hexapla  survive,  these  do  not  cover  the  entire  Old 
Testament;  the  two  carliest  Syro-hexapla  manuscripts  (Add. 
14442  with  parts  of  Gencsis;  Add.  12134,,  vvith  Exodus)  vvere  both 
written  in  the  seventh  century,  thus  less  than  eighty  or  so  years 
away  from  the  date  of  Paul  of  Tella’s  original  translation.  Some 
Syro-hexapla  manuscripts  contain  single  books,  vvhilc  others 
hâve  groups  of  books. 

The  most  famous  Syro-hexapla  manuscript,  however,  is  an 
enormous  manuscript  coutaining  the  second  half  of  the  Old  Testa¬ 
ment,  in  the  Ambrosian  Library,  Milan  (ms  C  313  Inf.);  it  is 
usually  dated  to  the  late  eighth  or  early  ninth  century,  and  since 
the  Syro-hexapla  is  traiislatcd  from  Grcek,  it  is  not  surprising 
that  the  order  of  the  biblical  books  is  that  found  in  many  manu¬ 
scripts  of  the  Septuagint,  namely  Psalms,  Job,  Proverbs, 
Ecclcsiaslcs,  Song  of  Songs,  VVisdom  of  Solomon,  Ben  Sira, 
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12  Mine,  Prophets,  jc^.h 

i'TÏH^  written  h  .  beautiful  Estrangelo  hand, 

r>„  O*  z;::r  ztz^'z^'yoti 

HeTapi.  "in'"'»  siateeneh  century  lhe  Syriac  scholar  Andrea, 
Marin,  i,»d  ,h.  - 

ts&ssrL rs“,ucntlv  dis- 

appeared  and  must  be  presumed  lost  foi  good. 

The  Ambrosian  manuscript  of  lhe  Syro-hcxapla  has  a 
System  of  chapter  numbering  which  is  quite  ^rent^rom  the  one 

cunxnin  "»mc  kcphalai<’"’ 

WM  'rsr  ïX  -T"ïîo 

one  famous  Pcshitta  manuscript,  the  complété  Bi  c,  a  ,  a  so 
now  in  Milan. 

Wc  shall  pass  over  here  the  two  other  translations  of  the 
OUI  Testament,  made  from  Grcek,  the  one  posstbly  sponsored 
bv  PhiToxcnus  the  other  made  by  Jacob  of  Edessa  m  h»  old 
agc.  Both  thèse  survive  in  fragmentary  Torm,  m  old  manuscripts. 

NEW  TESTAMENT  [1]  DIATESSARON 

No  biblical  manuscript  containing  any  part  of  the  Syriac 
Diatcssaron  survives,  and  the  text  lias  to  be  r^onstruaed  fr 
tiw*  (montions  from  the  Diatcssaron  incorporated  into  Lphrcm 
Conuncntary  on  .hc  Diatcssaron  (which  tarif  doc,  „o.  surv.vc 
complété  in  Syriac). 

NEW  TESTAMENT  [2]  OLD  SYRIAC 

Wc  have  alrcady  seen  that  the  Old  Syriac  survive,  in  two 
fifth-century  manuscripts,  the  Cur.tonian  .and  the  S.nau.cus. 
Ncither  of  thèse  is  preserved  in  a  complété  State. 

The  Curctonian  manuscript  cornes  from  the  Syrian  Mona- 
stery  vin  the  Nitrian  Desert  and  only  a 

|caf  front  the  manuscript  (now  in  London,  Ad  .  )  , 
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discovercd  ainong  the  Syriac  manuscripts  still  remaînîng  în  the 
inonastery  (three  further  leaves  found  their  way  to  Berlin).  The 
Gospels  are  arranged  in  an  unusual  order,  Matthew,  Mark,  John, 
Luke. 

The  Sinaiticus  (St.  Catherinc’s  Monastery.Sinai,  ms  syr.30) 
was  discovcred  in  1892  by  Mrs.  Agnes  Smith  Lewis,  a  remarkable 
and  very  learned  Scottish  lady  who  made  many  discoveries  of 
biblical  and  other  manuscripts  in  the  middle  East  during  the 
course  of  her  travcls  with  hcr  twin  sister,  Mrs  Margaret  Smith 
Gibson.  The  original  manuscript  containing  the  text  of  the  Old 
Syriac  Gospels  was  recycled  by  a  certain  John  the  anchorite  in 
A  D  779:  the  writing  was  spongcd  off,  and  the  leaves  were  re- 
used  to  form  a  new  codex  in  winch  a  totally  different  text  was 
copied  (Lives  of  sorne  womcn  saints).  The  manuscript  as  we  know1 
it  today  is  thus  a  palimpsest,  with  the  Old  Syriac  as  the  under- 
writing.  Fortunatcly,  -a  certain  amount  of  the  underwriting  still 
shows  through,  and  thank3  to  a  great  deal  of  patience,  it  was 
cventually  possible  to  publish  quitc  a  large  amount, of  this  under¬ 
writing  containing  the  Old  Syriac.  It  is  to  be  hopcd  that  modem 
techniques  for  reading  palimpsests  will  before  long  enable  scholars 
to  read  rathcr  more  of  this  text  which  is  of  such  interest  for 
biblical  studies. 


NEW  TESTAMENT  (3)  PESHITTA 

Quite  a  large  number  of  manuscripts  from  the  sixtli  (and 
a  few  from  the  fifth)  century  survive;  normally  these  contain  just 
the  Gospels  (and  many  of  them  survive  only  in  a  fragmentary 
State),  but  one  of  the  earliest  dated  manuscripts  is  onc  containing 
the  Pauline  Epistles  (A  D  533/4).  Perhaps  the  most  famous  of 
early  Peshitta  New  Testament  manuscripts  is  a  Gospel  manuscriprt 
dated  AD  586,  in  the  Laurentian  Library,  Florence;  thiscontains 
a  remarkable  set  of  illustrations,  exccutcd  by  the  monk  Rabbula 
(hence  the  manuscript  is  often  referred  to  as  fthc  Rabbula  Gos¬ 
pels’;  this  Rabbula  should  of  course  be  carefully  distinguish  from 
Rabbula,  bishop  of  Edessa). 

The  three  Catholic  Epistles  (James,  I  Peter,  1  John)  nor¬ 
mally  comc  between  Acts  and  the  Pauline  Epistles.  The  order 
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or  the  Pauline  Epistles  is  the  samc  as  the  order  familiar  from  the 
Gicek  and  from  modem  translations.  Somctimcs  at  the  ends 
of  the  individual  Gospels  and  Pauline  Epistles  short  historical 
notes  arc  given,  sucli  as  ‘Ended  is  the  preaching  of  Mark,  which 
lie  uttered  in  Latin  in  Rome’,  or  'Ended  is  the  Letter  to  the 
Romans,  which  was  written  from  Corinth  at  the  hands  of  Phoebe 
the  deaconess1'  Thougli  such  notices  are  not  historically  rcliable, 
thev  arc  of  interest  since  they  show  what  views  werc  current  in 
the  sixth  century  or  so. 

As  is  the  case  in  the  Pcshitta  Old  Testament,  there  is  re- 
markably  little  variation  in  text  between  different  manuscripts 
of  the  Pcshitta  New  Testament.  Only  in  a  few  Gospels  manu¬ 
scripts  can  traces  be  found  of  the  earlicr  Old  Syriac  version. 
One  of  the  few  major  variants,  at  Hebrews  2:9,  bas  already  been 
mentïcmcd  at  an  earlier  stage. 


NEW  TESTAMENT  (4)  PHILOXENIAN 

In  the  past  scholars  hâve  occasionally  tried  to  identify 
particular  manuscripts  as  containing  the  Philoxcnian,  version, 
but  these  attempts  were  misguided,  and  it  is  now  rcalized  that 
no  manuscripts  of  the  Philoxcnian  survive,  with  the  possible  exce¬ 
ption  of  thosc  which  contain  the  sixth-century  translation  of  the 
books  absent  from  the  Pcshitta  Canon.  Our  only  direct  acccss  to 
the  Philoxcnian  is  tltus  by  way  of  the  quotations  made  from  it 
which  can  be  found  in  Philoxcnus’  comme ntarics  and  other  Works. 

The  sixth-century  translation  of  the  four  Catholic  Epistles 
absent  from  the  Pcshitta  (2  Peter,  2-3  John,  Jude)  is  preserved 
in  a  fairly  small  number  of  manuscripts,  of  which  the  oldest  is 
dated  A  D  823.  Most  of  these  manuscripts  contain  the  rest  of 
thc~N£w"TëSiamënr  in  the  Pcshitta  version  (tliis,  for  examplc, 
is  the  case  with  the  Buchanan  Bible).  For  Révélation,  however, 
the  sixth-century  translation  is  preserved  in  a  single  manuscript, 
dating  from  the  twclfth  or  thirteenth  ccntury.  As  was  mentioned 
earlier,  it  is  not  certain  whether  these  anonymous  translations  arc 
to  be  idetuified  as  part  of  the  Philoxcnian  New  Testament, 
or  not. 
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The  vast  majority  of  manuscripts  of  the  Harclean  version 
contain  only  the  Gospels.  Several  of  these  belong  to  the  eight  or 
ninth  centuries.  For  the  rest  of  the  New  Testament,  by  contrast, 
we  arc  not  at  ail  well  off:  for  Révélation  a  small  number  of 
manuscripts  arc  available,  but  only  two  manuscripts  (Oxford, 
New  College  333,  of  the  eleventh  century,  and  Cambridge,  Add. 
1700,  of  1169/70)  arc  definitcly  known  to  hâve  the  Harclean  text 
of  Acts  and  the  Epistles  as  well. 

2.  Lectionaries 

The  Bible  was  read  in  the  context  of  liturgical  worship 
from  the  very  beginnings  of  the  existence  of  the  Church  (at  first, 
of  course,  it  was  just  the  Old  Testament,  before  the  written  New 
Testament  had  corne  into  being).  In  the  early  centuries  of  the 
Church’s  Iife  biblical  manuscripts  containing  the  relevant  parts 
of  Scripture  were  used.  In  the  sixth  ccntury  some  Syriac 
biblical.  manuscripts  proyided  help  in  locating  lcctions  by  insert- 
ing  lectionary  headings  (sometimes  in  red)  at  the  beginning  of 
passages  to  be  read  on  p  irtieular  feasts.  Sometimes  lists  of 
readings  throughout  the  liturgical  ycar  were  compiled,  but  these 
did  not  include  the  text  of  the  (lcctions;  a  sixth-ccntury  index  of 
lectiohs  of  this  sort  survives  in  the  British  Library  (Add.  14528). 
The  practice  of  incorporating  lectionary  headings  at  appropriate 
places  in  ordinary  biblical  manuscripts  continucd  in  the  seventh 
and  eighth  centuries,  and  sometimes  later  as  well,  even  after  the 
adoption  of  the  bright  idca  of  having  separate  books,  containing 
just  the  lections,  and  arranged  in  their  liturgical  order. 

It  is  unknown  when  this  idea  of  having  a  spécial  lectionary 
manuscript  for  lections  was  first  introduccd;  the  earliest  Greek 
lectionary  manuscripts  (ail  very  fragmentary)  seem  to  belong  to 
the  fifth  century,  but  the  idea  does  not  appear  to  hâve  become 
popular  until  some  centuries  later.  Certainly  in  the  Syriac  Chur- 
chcs  it  is  the  case  that  there  are  no  Syriac  lectionary  manuscripts 
daling  from  carlier  than  the  ninth  century.  It  is  ofeourse  possible 
that  carlier  lectionary  manuscripts  did  once  exist,  and  that  they 
hâve  disappeared  simply  because  they  had  more  wear  and  tear 
than  ordinary  biblical  manuscripts;  this  suggestion,  however. 


» 
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sliould  probably  be  rcjected,  for  two  reasons:  (1)  since  biblical 
manuscripts  of  the  sixth  and  scventli  century  werc  provided  with 
lectionary  hcadings,  they  too  would  bave  bcen  subject  to  the  sanie 
wear  and  tear;  (2)  we  suddcnly  hâve  quite  a  lot  of  lectionary 
manuscripts  dating  from  the  ninth  century,  and  bclonging  to  ail 
three  Ghurches  using  Syriac  as  a  liturgical  lànguage — the  Syrian 
Orthodox,  the  Church  of  the  East,  and  the  Byzantine  Orthodox 
(Melkitc)  Church  in  Syria  and  Palestine.  It  thus  seems  likcly 
that  the  practice  of  collecting  together  the  lections  into  spécial 
manuscripts  vvas  introduced  into  ail  the  Syriac  Churchcs  at  some 
tiine  around  A  D  800. 

Since  different  parts  of  the  Bible  were  rcad  at  different 
points  in  the  liturgical  services,  it  bccamc  the  usual  practice  to 
bave  separate  lcctionarics  for  Old  Testament  lections,  for  Gospel 
lections  and  for  lections  from  the  Acts  and  the  Epistles.  The  text 
employed  in  Jfcetioharies  was  normally  the  Peshitta,  but  in  the 
Syrian  Orthodox  Church  use  was  also  sometimes  made  of  the 
Syrohexapla_and  of  the  Harclcan.  In  particular,  there  are  many 
Harclcan  Gospel  lcctionarics  which  survive;  In  some  Gospel 
lectionary  manuscripts  a  harmony  has  been  crcatcd  for  the 
Passion  narrative,  based  on  the  text  of  the  Harclcan;  two  differ¬ 
ent  séquences  arc  attested,  and  one  of  thèse  is  asssociated  (in  a 
colophon)  with  the  names  of  a  certain  Rabban  Mar  Daniel  and 
his  disciple  Isaac. 

•  •  •  >  t  >  t 

There  appears  to  hâve  been  considérable  variation  in  thé 
allocation  and  arrangement  of  lections,  not  only  between  the 
different  Syriac  Churches,  but  also  within  cach  of  the  Churches. 
In'  the  Church  of  the  East  two  particular  Systems  in  duc  course 
came  to  dominatc  the  sccne:  firstly  the  ‘Cathédral’  lectionary 
System  of  the  patriarchal  church  formerly  in  Seleucia — Ctesiphon, 
and  secondly  the  monastic  lectionary  cycle  devcloped  at  the 
Upper  Monastery  in  Mosul. 

3.  Printcd  Editions 

The  first  printcd  édition  of  the  Syriac  New  Testa¬ 
ment  was  publised  by  Johann  Widmanstetter  in  1555  at  Vienna. 
In  the  work  of  preparing  the  édition  Widmanstetter  had  been 
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assisted  by  a  Syrian  Orthodox  pricst ,  Moses  of  Mardin ,  who 
spent  some  time  in  Europe  acting  as  teacher  of  Syriac  to  various 
scholars.  The  text  of  this  édition  was  often  reprinted,  sometimes 
in  Hcbrcw  characters. 

For  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  the  earlicst  printed  éditions 
were  of  the  Psalter;  the  first  was  prepared  by  Martin  Trostius 
in  1622,  to  bc  followed  shortly  afterwards  by  two  other  éditions 
both  of  which  were  published  in  1625,  one  in  Leiden  prepared 
by  Thomas  Erpenius,  and  the  other  in  Paris  prepared  by  the 
Maronite  scholar  Gabriel  Sionita. 

The  ncxt  two  Syriac  biblical  texts  to  be  published  were  not 
from  the  Peshitta,  but  from  one  of  the  later  versions.  In  1627  Louis 
de  Dieu  published  the  Harclean  Apocalypse  (Leiden),  and  in  1630 
Edward  Pococke  published  the  four  minor  Cathnlic  Epistles  which 
are  missing  from  the  Peshitta  (Oxford);  the  version  he  published 
was  the  anonymous  sixth-century  one,  rather  than  the  Harclean  in 
later  literature  on  the  Syriac  versions  they  are  often  referred  to  as 
the  ‘Pococke  Epistles’).  None  of  these  texts  ofeourse  featured  in 
Widmanstettcr’s  édition  of  the  Peshitta  New  Testament,  and  their 
absence  had  surprised  and  even  shocked  European  scholars. 

The  complété  Old  Tastament  Peshitta  was  first  published 
in  volumes  6 — 9  of  the  grcat  ‘Paris  Polyglot’  (1645),  edited  by 
G.  M.  Le  Jay;  the  édition  of  the  Syriac  text  was  the  work  of 
Gabriel  Sionita.  The  Paris  Polyglot  also  included  the  Syriac  New 
Testament,  supplementing  the  Peshitta  text  with  the  ‘Pococke 
Epistles’  and  the  Harclean  Apocalypse. 

.The  Syriac  text  of  the  Paris  Polyglot  served  as  the  basis 
for  the  next  .  édition  of  the  Peshitta  Bible,  in  Brian  Walton’s 
London  Polyglot  (1655—7). 

In  both  the  Polyglot  Bibles  the  Syriac  text  is  provided 
with  a  Latin  translation.  Their  text  is  not  a  very  good  one  since 
very  late  manuscripts  (ail  West  Syrian)  were  empioyed  as  the 
basis.. . 

The  next  important  édition  of  the  Syriac  Bible  was  th?.t 
prepared  by  Samuel  Lee,  published  in  London  in  1823.  Although 
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thc  tcxt  was  mostly  derivcd  from  VValton’s  Polyglot,  some,  use 
was  made  of  the  Buchanan  Bible,  in  .  prcparing  this  influcntial 
édition.  The  Old  Testament  text  is  unvocalized  but  the  New 
Testament  is  vocalizcd.  The  contents  of  the  Old  Testament 
were  dictatcd  by  rhe  contents  of  the  King  James  Version  of  thc 
Bible  (the  ‘Apocrypha’  are  absent),  though  thc  order  of  the  books 
in  part  follows  patterns  found  in  Peshitta  manuscripts:  thus,  for 
example.  Job  cornes  between  Deuteronoiny  and  Joshua.  In  the 
New  Testament,  however,  the  standard  order  of  éditions  of  thc 
Grcekv  text  (and  of  modem  translations)  was  followed,  that  is, 
with  the  Pauline  Epistles  following  immediately  after  Acts.  For 
the  books  absent  frcm  the  Peshitta,  the  ‘pococke  Epistles’  and 
the  Harclean  Apocalypse  are  employed.  An  interesting  featurc 
of  this  édition  of  the  New  Testament  is  the  presence  of  numerous 
lectionary  headings,  which  hâve  been  taken  over  from  one  of 
the  manuscripts  which  Lee  used.  •• 

.  i  t ,  s  j  ;  ?  t  *  • 

Lee’s  édition  has  been  re-issued  by  the  ,  United  'Bible 
Societies  (1979)  ,  in  an  expanded  form,  and  with  a  brief  prefaeç 
by  the  Syrian  Orthodox  Patriarch  Ignatius  Ya  ‘qub  III.  Thç 
added  material  is  the  text  of  the  Dcutero-canonical  books,  under 
the  title  ‘Books  of  ihfe  Apocrypha’;  these  are  reproduced  from 
handwriting  (Serto)  and' include  the  following:  Wisdom  of  Solo- 
inon.  Ben  Sira,  2  Letters  of  Baruch,  Letter  of  Jeremiah,  '1-2 
Maccabees,  Tobit,  Judith,  suppliments  to  Esther,  Susanna. 

t  1  •  ï  .  '  1 

Thé  first  printed  édition  of  the  Peshitta  basèd  àt  least  in 
part  on  East  Syrian  manuscripts  was  published  in  Urmia  (NVV 
Iran)  in  1852  by  the  American  Presbyterian  Mission.  The 
édition  has  a  Modem  Syriac  translation  (from  Hebrew,  rather 
than  frorti  the  Peshitta)  in  parallel  columns.  The  Urmia  édition 
served  as  the  basis  for  another  édition  using  the  East  Syrian 
script,  published  by  the  Trinitarian  Bible  Society  in  New  York 
(1913)  and  often  reprinted. .  Both  these  éditions  follow  the  order 
of  books  familiar  from  most  English  translations. 

.  ■  ■  .  •  *  •  *  *  ’  •  r 

Another  édition  of  the  Peshitta  using  East  Syrian  manus¬ 
cripts  (and  including  the  New  Testament)  was  published  by  the 
Dominican  Fathers  at  Mosul  in  1887  —  92  (in  three  volumes);  this 
had  been  prepared  by  Clement  Joseph  David,  Syrian  Catholic 
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Archbishop  of  Damascus,  and  George  Abdisho  Khayyat,  Chal- 
daean  Archbishop  of  Amid  (Diyarbckir).  The  order  of  the  Old 
Testament  book  is  the  samc  as  that  of  the  Urmia  édition,  but 
inserted  among  them  are  the  so-callcd  Deutero-canonical  books 
(absent  from  Protestant  Bibles),  such  as  VVisdom  of  Solomon 
and  Ben  Sira  (between  the  Song  of  Songs  and  Isaiah).  The  New 
Testament  follows  the  standard  Grcek  order;  for  the  books  not 
in  the  Peshitta  use  is  made  of  the  'Pococke  Epistlcs’  and  the 
Harclean  Ravelation. 

,  1  t  .  • 

The  Beirut  édition  of  the  Peshitta  (1932)  is  largely  based 
on  the  Mosul  édition. 

Ail  the  éditions  mentioned  so  far  arc  based  on  late  and 
bften  tiot  very  good  manuscripts.  For  most  purposes  this  may  not 
matter  very  much,  but  for  more  scholarly  purposes  it  is  obviously 
important  to  hâve  a  more  reliable  text  of  the  Peshitta  available, 
based  on  the  oldest  manuscripts.  This  is  essential,  for  example,  if 
onc  wishes  to  study  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  as  a  translation 
of  the  Hebrew. 

!•  ■»  .  !  t  .  ;  t  : 

In  the  last  century  or  so  various  attempts  hâve  bcen  made 
by  scholars  to  produce  better  éditions  of  the  Syriac  Bible.  The 
following  are  some  of  the  more  important: 

(a)  Old  Testament  (Peshitta) 

—  Bcginning  in  1876A.M.  Ceriani  started  to  publish  a 
photo-lithographie  reproduction  of  the  Old  Testament  text  of  the 
fanions  Ambrosian  manuscript  of  the  Peshitta  (7al);  this  work, 
complctcd  in  1883,  inadc  availablc  for  the  fîrst  time  the  text  of 
the  oldést  surviving  manuscript  of  the  complété  Peshitta  Old 
Testament. 

—  Various  scholars  hâve  prepared  éditions  of  individual 
books  of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament,  based  on  the  oldest  manu¬ 
scripts  available.  These  include:  the  Pentateuch  (W.  E.  Barncs, 
1914;  a  révision  of  the  text  in  Lec’s  édition  using  old  manuscripts) 
Psalms  (W.E. Barncs,  1904);  Isaiah  (G.  Dietlrich,  1905;  no  text  is 
given,  but  there  is  a  full  list  of  variant  readings  to  be  found  in  22 
manuscripts  is  given);  Lamentations  (B.  Albrektson,  1963);  Chror 
nicies  (W.  E.  Barncs,  1897;  list  of  variant  readings  in  sevcral  early 
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manuscripts,  without  the  tcxt);  Apocrypha  (P. de  Lagarde,  1861; 
based  on  early  manuscripts  in  the  British  Library);  VVisdom  of 
Solomon  (J- A.  Emerton,  1959). 

—  In  the  1950s  the  International  Organisation  for  the  Study 
of  the  Old  Testament  began  to  make  plans  for  a  critical  édition 
of  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament,  andin  1959  Professor  P.  A.  H.  de 
Boer,  of  the  Univcrsity  of  Leiden  in  Holland,  was  appointed 
general  editor.  In  1961  the  new  Peshitta  Institute  at  Leiden 
published  a  preliminary  List  of  Old  Testament  Peshitta  Manu¬ 
scripts,  prepared  largely  by  W.  Baars  and  M.  D.  Koster.  (Evcry 
now  and  then  suppléments  to  this  invaluable  basic  list  are  pub¬ 
lished  in  the  pcriodical  Vêtus  Testamentum).  '  Five  ycars  later, 
in  1966,  a  sample  édition  containing  the  Song  of  Songs,  Tobit  and 
the  Apocalypse  of  Baruch  was  published.  Over  the  following 
ycars  the  following  volumes  hâve  appeared: 

1  Genesis  and  Exodus  (ed.  T.  Jansma, 

M.  D.  Koster,  1977). 

2  Judges  and  Samuel  (ed.  P.  B.  Dirksen, 

P.  A.  H.  de  Boer,  1978). 

3  Psalms  (ed.  D.  M.  Walter  and  others,  1980). 

4  Kings  (ed.  H.  Gottlieb  and  E.  Hammershaimb 
1976). 

1 

5  Provcrbs,  Wisdom  of  Solomon,  Ecclesiastes,  Song 
of  Songs  (ed.  A.  A.  di  Lella,  J.  A.  Emerton, 

D.  J.  Lanc).  * -  ,  :  ^ .  f* 

1  Isaiah  (ed.  S.  P.  Brock,  1987). 
la  Job  (ed.  L.  G.  Ringnell,  1982). 

3  Ezekiel  (ed.  M.  J.  Muldcr,  1985). 

4  Twelve  Prophets,  Daniel,  Bel  and  the  Dragon 
(ed.  A.  Gelston,  T.  Sprey,  1980).. 

!  .  J 

3  Apocalypse  of  Baruch  and  4  Esdras  (ed.  R.  J. 
Bidawid,  1973). 

6  Canticles  or  Odes,  Prayer  of  Manasseh,  Apocry- 

plial  Psalms,  Psalms  of  Solomon,  Tobit,  1  (3) 
Esdras  (ed.  H.  Schneider,  W.  Baars  ’  >"  ' 

J.  C.  H.  Lebram,  1972).  ;  ' 
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It  is  hoped  to  complété  the  édition  soine  time  in  the  1990s. 
Estarngelo  script  is  used  throughout.  The  tcxt  printcd  is  basically 
that  of  the  Ambrosian  manuscript,  7a  1,  though  its  inanifcst  errors 
are  corrected.  Below  the  text  thcre  is  an  apparatus  which  givcs 
ail  the  variants  to  bc  found  in  manuscripts  bcfore  1300  (obvious 
errors  and  orthographical  dilTcrences  arc  excludcd  therc,  but 
receive  mention  in  the  introductions  to  each  volume,  whcrc  the 
manuscripts  used  arc  describcd).  Editions  carlier  than  1977 
give  variants  in  later  manuscripts  as  wcll,  and  the  text  in  these 
volumes  adhères  more  rigidly  to  7al  than  is  the  case  in  later 
volumes.  The  importance  of  the  Leiden  édition  lies  in  the  fact 
that  it  provides  for  the  first  time  information  about  the  earlicst 
forms  of  the  Pcshitta  text,  bcfore  the  development  oi  the  médi¬ 
éval  Tcxtus  Reccptus  (which  is  the  basis  of  ail  the  older  éditions 
of  the  Peshitta  Bible). 

(b)  New  Testament  (Pcshitta) 

—  For  the  Peshitta  Gospels  an  édition  (with  facing  Latin 
translation)  based  on  a  considérable  number  of  the  carliest  sur- 
viving  manuscripts  was  prepared  by  P.  E.  Puscy  and  published 
(after  Puscy’s  dcath)  bÿ  G.  H.  Gwilliam  in  1901.  The  intention 
had  been  to  cover  the.  rest  of  the  New  Testament,  but  tliis  never 
came  to  fruit  ion;  the  provisional  text  for  this  édition,  however, 
was  published,  without  any  variant  readings,  by  the  Britisli 
and  Foreign  Bible  Society  in  1920.  Th  is  édition  of  the  Peshitta 
New  Testament,  printcd  in  vocalized  serto  script,  is  the  most 
rcliable  one  available,  and  it  lias  been  reprinted  many  limes. 
The  Syriac  order  of  books  is  followcd)  with  James,  I  Peter  and 
I  John  coming  after  Acts.  Use  was  made  of  the  anonymous 
sixth-century  translation  for  the  minor  Catholic  Epistlcs  (the 
‘Pocockc  Epistles’)  and  Révélation,  since  thèse  are  absent  from 
the  Pcshitta;  the  text  of  these  was  based  on  the  excellent  éditions 
by  J.  Gwynn  (minor  Catholic  Epistlcs,  1909;  Révélation,  1897). 
These  are  ail  printcd  together  al  the  end.  For  odd  verses  absent 
from  the  Pcshitta  (notably  John  7:53-8:11)  a  later  translation 
has  been  inserted  between  square  brackcts.  Besides  the  western 
chaptcr  and  verse  numbers,  the  native  Syriac  section  numbers 
("shahc”)  are  given  in  the  margin  (these  very  rarcly  correspond 
with  the  western  chapter  divisions). 
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—  In  1983  The  Way  International  (New  Knoxville,  Ohio, 
USA)  published  a  volume  entitled  ‘The  Aramaic  New  Testament, 
Estrangelo  script,  bascd  on  the  Peshitta  and  plarklean  Versions’. 
The  Peshitta  text  is  taken  from  three  early  manuscripts  in  the 
British  i.ibrary,  but  for  the  books  absent  from  the  Peshitta,  the 
text  of  Gwynn’s  éditions  of  the  anonyinous  sixth-ccntury  versions 
is  used  (the  title  page  and  Introduction  mistakenly  call  them  the 
Harclean).  The  order  of  books  follows  that  of  éditions  of  the 
Greek  text  and  of  modem  translations.  Though  in  many  ways 
this  is  a  practical  édition,  with  a  good  text  and  clearly  printed, 
the  absence  of  any  punctuation  marks  (beyond  dverse  ivisions) 
makes  for  difficult  rcading,  espccially  in  the  Epistles. 

—  The  Institut  fur  ncutestamentliche  Text  forschung  at 
Munster  (West  Germany)  is  in  the  process  of  editing  the  Syriac 
New  Testament  in  both  the  Peshitta  and  the  Harclean  versions. 
The  first  volume  of  this  important  scholarly  enterprise  covers  the 
major  Catholic  Epistles  (James,  1  Peter,  1  John),  and  was  pub- 
lishcd  in  1986  (ed.  B.  Aland).  For  the  Peshitta  a  sclectcd  group 
of  nine  early  manuscripts  has  been  used,  while  for  the  Harclean 
ali  three  available  manuscripts  are  employed.  A  notable  feature 
of  this  édition  is  the  extensive  use  made  of  quotations  from  the 
New  Testament  in  Syriac  writers.  The  text  of  the  Peshitta, 
Harclean  and  the  various  quotations  is  set  out  line  by  line  so 
that  that  one  can  immediately  see  the  différences  between  them. 
There  is  a  long  introduction  dealing'  with  the  transmission  of 
the  text  and  the  relationships  between  the  Syriac  texts  ^nçl  their 
underlying  Greek  originals. 

(c)  Main  Syriac  versions  olhcr  than  the  Pcshirta. 

For  the  Syro-hcxapla  the  most  important  éditions  are: 

—  the  photo-lithographie  édition  of  the  Milan  manuscript 
(C!  313  Inf.)  containing  the  second  half  of  the  Syro-hexapla, 
published  by  A.  M.  Ceriani  (1874).  , 

*  *  *  ‘  •  ,*  » 

—  the  collection  of  ail  Syro-hexapla  texts  available  for  the 

first  half  of  the  Old  Testament  by  P.  de  Lagarde  and  A,  Rahlfs 
(Bibliothecac  Syriacae,  1892).  _  •  i  .  • 
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•  — a  collection  of  New  Syro-Hexaplatic  Tcxts,  edited  by 

W.  Baars  (1968,  with  a  valuable  introduction  on  the  history 
of  carlicr  éditions). 

,  — a  photographie  édition,  by  A.  Voobus,  of  a  Syro-hexapla 

manuscript  of  the  Pentateuch  dated  1204  (1975). 

'  I  ‘ 

■■  l  For  the  anonymous  sixth-century  version  of  the  minor 
Catholic  Epistles  and  Révélation,  mention  has  already  bcen  made 
jof  the  éditions  by  Gwvnn  (1897  for  Révélation,  1905  for  the 
minôt'  Catholic  Epistles). 

The  only  édition  of  the  Harclcan  New  Testament  was 
publised  long  ago  by  J.  White  (Gospels,  1778;  Acts  and  Epistles, 
1799,  1803).  The  work  wasgiven  the  misleading  title  Versio  Syriaca 
Philoxcniana;  today,  however,  it  is  known  for  certain  that  the 
text  of  VYhite’s  édition  is  the  Harclean,  and  not  the  Philoxenian. 
.The  end  of  White’s  manuscript  is  lost,  and  so  his  édition  ends  at 
Hebrcws  11:27.  The  rest  of  Hcbrews  was  published  from  another 
manuscript  by  R.  Bensly  (1889).  The  Harclean  text  of  Révélation, 
first  published  by  L.  De  Dieu  in  1627,  appears  in  most  subséquent 
éditions  of  the  Syriac  New  Testament  published  in  the  eightccnth 
and  nincteenth  centuries.  A  photographie  édition  of  a  further 
manuscript  of  the  Harclean  text  of  Révélation  has  reccntly  been 
published  by  A.  Voobus  (1978).  There  is  also  a  separatc  édition 
of  the  Harclean  text  of  St.  John  (G. H. Bernstein,  1853). 

(d)  Tools 

There  are  no  complété  concordances  to  the  Syriac  Bible 
available  yet.  For  the  Peshitta  Old  Testament  there  are  a  number 
of  concordances  to  individual  books  available  (mostly  prepared 
by  W.  Strothmann  and  assistants);  thèse  arc  based  on  some  of  the 
oldcr  printed  éditions. 

A  concordance  tothe  Peshitta  New  Testament  was  prepared 
by  A.  Bonus,  but  this  has  never  been  published.  The  so-called 
Concordance  to  the  Peshitta  Version  of  the  Aramaic  New  Testa¬ 
ment  (1985)  is  in  fact  not  a  concordance,  but  a  word  list.  A  handy 
Syriac-English  dictionary  to  the  Syriac  New  Testament  was 
published  by  W.  Jcnnings  (1926). 
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4.  Translations 

The  Peshitta  lias  bcen  translatée!  into  a  number  of  different 
languages over  the  course  of  its  history;  most  of  these  are  old 
ones,  such  as  translations  into  Persian  and  Sbgdian  (only  fragments 
of  thèse  survive).  Many  translations  of  different  parts  of  the 
Peshitta  into  Arabie  werc  made  in  the  Middlc.  Ages,  and  one 
sometimes  finds  (espccially  in  lectionary  manuscripts)  the  Syriaç 
and  Arabie  in  parallel  columns  (the  Arabie  often  writtenin  Syriafc 
script,  known  as  Karshuni). 

%  '  . . .  .  1 

In  the  Polyglot  éditions  of  the  Bible  the  Peshitta  text  wafc 

providcd  with  a  Latin  translation.  ‘  •  |  ( 

■  ■  ! 

•  »  • 

'  The  only  complété  English  translation  of  the  Peshitta  is  by 
G.  Lamsa.  This  is  unfortunatcly  not  always  very  accurate,  and 
his  claims  that  the  Peshitta  Gospels  represent  the  Aramaic 
original  underlying  the  Greek  Gospels  are  entircly  without  found- 
ation;  such  views,  which  are  not  infrequently  found  in  more 
popular  literaturc,  arc  rejectcd  by  ail  serious  scholars.  .  : 

Therc  is  an  older  English  translation  oT  the  Peshitta  New 
Testament  by  James  Murdock  (1893). 

A  good  modem,  translation  of  the  Peshitta,  or  at  least  of 
passages  used  in  the  lectionary,  is  very  much  needed. 

I  .  ;  • 

Therc  seem  to  be  at  least  three  translations  of  the  Peshitta 
New  Testament  into  Malayalam. 
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BIBLICAL  INTERPRETATION  IN  THE 
SYRIAC  TRADITION 


The  Bible  can  be  intcrpreted  on  mmy  different  levels. 
For  our  présent  purpose  it  vvill  be  suflïcient  to  follow  the  practice 
of  scveral  Syriac  writers  and  to  distinguish  between  two  different 
modes  of  interprétation.  St.  Ephrem  already  makes  the  distin¬ 
ction  between  ‘factual’  and  ‘spiritual’  interprétation  (today  we 
might  prefer  to  call  the  first  of  these  ‘historical’).  The  factual 
or  historical  interprétation  is  primarily  concerned  with  illumina- 
ting  the  circumstances  surrounding  épisodes  in  the  Bible:  who 
were  the  people  involved,  when  and  where  did  they  live,  and 
so  on.  The  spiritual  interprétation,  on  the  other  hand,  is  con¬ 
cerned  with  the  eternal  truths  underlying  the  text;  it  seeks  to 
penetrate  beyond  the  surface  meaning  to  the  various  inner 
mcanings. 

Where  historical  interprétation  is  concerned  we  are  dealing 
with  facts,  and  we  can  speak  of  a  historical  interprétation  as 
being  ‘correct’  or  ‘incorrect’,  or  as  ‘right’  or  ‘wrong’  (thoUgh 
often  we  do  not  hâve  sulficient  évidence  to  décidé  conclusively 
between  the  two).  This  is  quite  different  from  the  situation  with 
spiritual  interprétation:  hcre  it  is  not  a  case  of  one  interprétation 
■being  Iright  and  another  wrong,  for  there  is  never  one  ‘correct’ 
interprétation  to  the  exclusion  of  ail  others.  Often  scveral  spiri¬ 
tual  interprétations  may  be  simultaneously  valid.  For  a  spiritual 
interprétation  to  be  valid,  it  must  be  meaningful  in  a  particular 
context;  and  to  be  meaningful,  it  must  provide  insight  on  the 
world  of  objective  spiritual  truth  or  reality.  These  two  criteria 
are  important:  the  first  helps  us  to  realize  that  the  same  spititual 
interprétation  may  be  valid  (that  is,  meaningful)  to  one  person, 
but  not  to  another;  or  it  may  be  meaningful  to  the  same  person 
at  one  time,  but  not  at  another.  The  second  criterion  is  important 
because- spiritual  interprétation  which  iprovides  insight  on  obje¬ 
ctive  spiritual  truth  is  much  more  likely  to  be~found  within 
orthodox  Christian  traditiomhan  in  some  other  form  of  Christi- 
anity  which  is  given  to  an  individualistic  and  highly  subjective 
interprétation  of  Scripture. 
l 
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Historical  and  spiritual  interprétation  of  Scripture  thus 
operatc  in  very  different  ways,  each  with  its  own  mode  of  ope* 
ration.  Historical  interprétation  provides  us  with  the  outer 
mcaning,  spiritual  interprétation  directs  us  towards  the  inner 
tncaning  of  the  biblical  text.  The  two  approachcs  should  com¬ 
plément  one  another,  but  ail  too  often  their  proper  rôles  hâve 
bcen  misunderstood,  and  the  criteria  belonging  to  the  one  hâve 
bcen  misguidcdly  applied  to  the  other.  This  has  given  rise  ,to  ail 
sorts  of  misconceptions,  such  as  the  idea  that  biblical  scholarship 
is  dangerous  ôr  harmful  to  faith.  Much  more,  dangerous,  and 
spiritually  harmful,  is  the  fundamentalist  approach  to  the  Bible 
which  confuses  spiritual  truth  with  historical  truth,  thus  creating 
a  totally  unnecessary  conflict  between  religion-  and  science. 


With  these  rather  lengthy  preliminaries  we  can  now  turn  to 
the  Syrian  interprétation  of  Scripture.  The  Syriac  Fathers  are 
interested  both  in  ‘factual’,  or  ‘historical’,  and  in  ‘spiritual’ 
interprétation,  though  not  surprisingly  they  pay  grcater  attention 
to  the  lattcr.  Sincc  modem  historical  understanding  of  the 
Bible  and  its  background  is  vastly  superior  to  that  of  the 
Syriac  Fathers  (thanks  to  the  advances  in  biblical  scholarship 
over  the  last.  century),  what  the  Syriac  Fathers  hâve  to  '  say  on 
the  level  of  historical  interprétation  is  very  rarely  of  more 
tban  .  antiquarian  interest.  What  they  hâve  to  say  in  the  area 
of  spiritual  interprétation,  however,  has  by  no  means  bcen 
superseded,  and  much  of  what  they  say  can  bc  just  as  mcan- 
iugful  today  as  it  was  to  their  own  times.  ■  Accordingly,  we 
shall  primarily  be  looking  at  examples  of  their  spiritual  inter* 


pretation. 

r  1  •’  :  •  r  •  •  •••  plft.  f;  *»V* 

A  number  of  passages  in  the  writings  of  St.  Ephrem 
(died  373)  providc  us  with  excellent  guidance  on  hoW  Scripture 
should  bc  rcad.  On  the  one  hand  he  secs  the  Scriptures 
thcinesclvcs  as  possessing  an  unfathomablc  depth  of’  ‘hidden 
power’  (that  is,  spiritual  meaning;  western  Avriters  Would  pro* 
bably  prefer  to  speak  of  divine  inspiration).  On  the  other 
hand,  in  order  for  the  Christian  to  be  ablc  to  draw  on  these 
hidden  dcptlis  of  spiritual  meaning,  he  or  she  must  rcad  the  Bible 
with  ‘the  cyc'  of  faith’,  that'is,'  with  an  openness  to  the  guidance 
of  the'Holy  Spirit,  for  this  same  Spirit  will  then  lead  the  reader 
to  discover  ‘the  power  which  lies  hidden’  within  tllc  Words  of 
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the  biblical  text.  Thus,  for  the  Bible  to  'corne  to  life’  and  to 
becomc  spiritually  meaningful  there  is  need  for  openness  to,  and 
co-operation  with,  the  Spirit  on  the  part  of  the  reader  (or 
hcarer).of  the  Bible,  for  only  then  will  the  reader  bccome  aware 
of  the  spiritual  truths  hidden  within  scripture.  Thus  St. 
Ephrem  says  in  one  of  his  hymns,  "The  Scriptures  are  laid 
out  like  a  mirror,  and  he  whose  eyc  is  '  lucid  sces  within  them 
the  mirror  of  Truth”  (Hymns  on  Faith  67:8). 

St.  Ephrem  says  emphatically  on  a  number  of  occasions 
that  it  is  wrong  to  read  the  Bible  in  a  literal  way,  for  this  will 
lead  to  ail  sorts  of  misconceptions.  Thus,  for  example,  in  one 
of  his  hymns  on  Paradise  (11:6)  he  says, 

lf  someone  concentrâtes  his  attention 

solely  on  the  metaphors  which  arc  used  of  God’s  majesty, 

he  then  abuses  and  misrepresents  that  majesty 

by  means  of  those  same  metaphors 

with  which  God  has  clothed  himself  for  man’s  own  benefit; 

such  a  person  is  ungratcful  to  God’s  grâce 

which  has  bent  down  its  stature  to  the  level  of  human 

childishncss: 

Even  though  God  has  nothing  in  common  with  humanity 
nevertheless  he  clothed  himself  in  the  likeness  of  humanity 
in  order  to  bring  humanity  to  the  likeness  of  himself. 

Ephrem  often  speaks  of  God  as  ’clothing  himself  in  names 
(or  metaphors)’  in  the  Old  Testament,  as  a  prélude  to  his 
‘clothing  himself  in  the  human  body’  at  the  Incarnation.  But 
we  should  not  abuse  God’s  condesbcnsion  in  niaking  himself 
known  to  humanity  in  this  way  by  taking  these  metaphors 
litcrally: 

Let  us  give  thanks  to  God 

who  clothed  himself  in  the  names  of  the  body’s  various 
parts: 

Scripture  refers  to  his  cears’, 

to  tcach  us  that  he  listens  to  us; 

it  speaks  of  his  ‘eyes’,  to  show  that  hc  sces  us. 

Tt  was  just  the  names  of  such  things  that  he  put  on. 
Although  in  his  true  Being  there  is  no  wrath  or  regret, 
yet  he  put  on  these  names  too,  because  of  our  weakness. 
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We  should  realize  that,  if  he  had  not  put  on  the  namcs  of 
such  tliings. 

it  would  not  hâve  been  possible  for  liirn 
to  speak  with  us  huinans: 

he  drew  close  to  us  by  mcans  of  wh.it  belongsto  us; 
he  clothed  himself  in  our  language,  so  ;  that  he  might" 
elothe  us  ... 

T 

in  hismode  of  life.  He  askcd  for  our  form  (Philippians  2:7) 
and  put  this  on;  then,  as  afather  with  his  childrcn/ 
lie  spoke  with  our  chiidish  statc. 

It  is  our  metaphors  that  he  put  on— though  he  did  not 
literally  do  so! 

He  tlien  took  thcin  off— without  actually  doïng  so: 

when  wearing  tliem,  he  was  at  the  same  time  strippcd  of 

them; 

.  T 

he  puis  onc  on  when  it  is  bénéficiai, 
then  strips  it  off  to  exchange  it  for  anotherl 
1  he  fact  that  he  strips  ofi  and  puts  on  ail  sorts  of  metaphors 
tells  us  that  the  metaphor  does  net  apply  to  his  truc  Bcing; 
becausc  that  Being  is  hidden, 
he  has  dcpicted  it  by  meaus  of  what  is  visible. 

(Hymns  on  Failh  31:1-3) 

A  passage  of  Scripture  is  capable  of  only  onc  correct  histo- 
lical  interprétation  ata  time;  such  a  restriction,  however;  docs 
not  apply  to  spiritual  interprétation:  in  that  case,  the,  more  lucid 
and  luminous  the  inner  cyc  of  failli  is,  the  more  spi/itual  inter¬ 
prétations  it  will  be  capable  of  discovcring.  'As  Eplifem  points 
oui,  it  would  bc  very  boring  if  a  passage  of  Scripture  had  only 
onc  spiritual  meaning; 

If  tlicre  only  existed  a  single  sense  for  the  words  of  Scri- 
pturc,  then  the  first  commentator  who  came  along  would 
discover  it,  and  other  hearers  would  expérience  neither 
the  labour  of  searching,  nor  the  joy  of  discovcry .  Rathcr, 
cach  Word  of  our  Lord  has  its  own  form,  and  cach  form 
has  its  own  members,  and  cach  member  has  its  own  cha- 
racter.  And  each  individual  person  understands  according 
to  his  capacity,  and  he  interprets  the  passage  as  is  granted 
to  liirn.  (Commentary  on  the  Diatessaron  7:22).  - 
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Earlicr  in  the  Commentary  on  the  Diatcssaron  St.  Ephrem  lus 
the  following  excellent  advice  (in  the  first  paragraph  lie  uddresses 
Christ): 

Who  is  capable  of  comprcliending  the  cxtent  or  wliat 
is  to  bc  discovercd  in  a  single  utterance  of  yours?  For  we 
leave  bchind  in  it  far  more  than  we  take  away  frotn  it, 
likc  thirsty  pcoplc  drinking  from  a.  fountain. 

The  facets  of  God’s  Word  are  far  more  numerous  than 
the  faces  of  thosc  who  lcarn  from  it.  God  depicted  his 
word  with  many  beauties,  so  that  cach  of  those  who  learn 
from  it  can  examine  that  aspect  of  it  which  lie  likes.  And 

God  has  hidden  within  his  word  ail  sorts  of  treasures,  so 

.  . 

that  cach  of  us  can  bc  enrichcd  by  it,  from  whatever  aspect 
he  méditâtes  on.  For  God’s  word  is  the  Trce  of  Life  which 
extends  to  you  blessed  fruits  from  every  direction;. it  is  like 
the  Rock  which  as  struck  in  the  VVilderness,  which  becamc 
a  spiritual  drînk  for  everyone  on  ail  sides;  ‘They  ate  the 
food  of  the  Spii'it  and  they  drank  the  draft  of  the  Spirit’. 

Anyone  who  cncountcrs  Scripturc  should  not  suppose 
thaï  the  single  one  of  ils  riches  that  lie  has  found  is  the  onlv 
onc  to  exist; .  rat  lier,  he  should  realize  that  he  himself  is 
only  capable  of  discovering  that  onc  out  of  the  many 
riches  which  exist  in  it. 

Nor,  bccause  Scripturc  has  cnriched  him,  should  the 
reader  impoverish  it.  Rather,  if  the  reader  is  incapable  of 
finding  more,  let  him  acknowledge  Scripturc’s  magnitude. 
Rejoice  bccause  you  bave  found  satisfaction,  and  do 
not  be  grieved  that  therc  has  bcen  something  left  over  by 
you.  A  thirsty  person  rcjoices  because  he  has  drunk:  he  is 
not  grieved  bccause  he  proved  incapable  of  drinking  the 
fountain  dry.  Let  the  fountain  vanquish  your  thirst:  your 
thirst  should  not  try  to  vanquish  the  fountain!  If  your  thirst 
cornes  toan  end  while  the  fountain  has  nôtbeen  diminished, 
then  you  can  drink  again '  •  whenever  you  are  thirsty; 
whcrcas,  if  the  fountain  had.bccn  drained  dry  once  you 
had  had  your  fill,  your  victory.ovcr  it  would  hâve  proved 
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to  lie  for  your  ovvn  harm.  Give  thanks  for  what  :  you 
bave  takcn  away,  and  do  not  complain  about  tbe  super- 
iJuity  lhat  is  left  ovcr.  What  you  hâve  lakcn  off  with  you 
is  your  portion;  what  lias  bcen  Icft  bchind  can  stiJl  become 
.  your  inheritancc.  (Commentary  on  the  Diatessaron  1:  18-19) 

•  ti  ,  •’  1*  #i  *  • 

The  type  of  spiritual  interprétation  which  is  employed 
most  frcqucntly  by  the  Syriac  Fathcrs  can  best  bc  described  as 
typological  or  symbolic  interprétation.  This  kind  of  interpre-* 
tation  can  already  be  found  in  the  New  Testament,  where,  for 
cxample,  St.  Paul  speaks  of  Christ  ;as  ‘the  lattcr  Adam’  (1  Cor 
15:45).  Typology  is  in  fact  a  means  of  indicating  relatiohships: 
rclationships  between  the  Old  Testament  and  the  New,  between 
the  New  Testament  and  the  Church,  between  the  material  world 
and  the  hcavcnly  world,  between  historical  events  and  persons 
in  Scripturc  and  their  spiritual  meaning.  Types  and  sy.mbols 
serve  as  pointers:  from  the  standpoint  of  subjective  human  pers¬ 
pective,  a  type  or  symbol  can  lie  seen  as  incans  of  revealing  some 
aspect  of  objective  divine  rcality  (Trutli,  in  Ephrcm’s  tcrinino- 
logy);  alternately,  from  the  standpoint  of  objective  divine 
perspective,  a  type  or  symbol  is  a  place  in  which  some  aspect 
of  divine  rcality  lies  hidden.  Although  the  Greck  word  for  type, 
“typos”,  docs  sometimes  occur  in  Syriac,  the  normal  term  used  for 
type  or  symbol  is  “raza”,  which  properly  means  ‘mystery’,  but 
which  is  usually  •  best  translated  in  this  contcxt  as  ‘symbol’, 
though  it  should  be  stressed  that  ‘symbol’  lias  a  much  stronger 
meaning  than  the  one  currcnt  in  modem  English,  where  a 
symbol  is  usually  sharply  distinguished  from  the  thingit  symbo- 
lizcs.;  i  For  the  Syriac  Fathcrs  the  link  between  symbol  'and  the 
rcality  symbolized'is  intimate,  for  in  the  symbol  there  résides  the 
‘hidden  power’  of  the  rcality.  •  ’  ■ .  < 

The  verse  John  19:34  is  a  passage  which  cxcellently  illu¬ 
strâtes  the  mechanics,  as  it  were,-  of  typological  exegesis.  The 
Pcshitta  lias  here.:  But  one  of  the  soldicrs  struck  him  on.his  side 
with  a  spear,  and  iminediately  there  came  forth  blood  and 
water.  With  the  b.elp  of  typology.  the  piercing  of  Christ’s  side 
on  the  Cross  is  linked  backwards  to  the  Genesis  narrative  of  the 
fall  of  Adam  and  his  expulsion  from  Paradise,  and  forwards  to 
the  sacramcntal  life  of  the  Church;  in  other  words,  the  typolo- 
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gical  interprétation  of  this  verse  points  to  the  true  significancc 
of  the  crucifixion  and  its  importance  as  the  turning  point  in  the 
wholc  of  salvation  history.  How  does  it  achicvc  this? 

First,  the  links  with  the  Genesis  narrative  are  provided  by 
the  following  contrasted  cléments: 

—  the  side  of  Christ  the  Second  Adam,  and  the  rib,  or  side,  of 
the  First  Adam  (Gen  2:21-2),  whcncc  Eve  was  extracted; 

—  the  spear  which  picrced  Christ,  and  the  fiery  stVord  which 
kept  Adam  out  of  Paradise  (Gen  3:24). 

The  piercing  of  Christ’s  side  with  the  spear  can  thus  be  scen  as 
rcinoving  the  ficry  sword  which  lias  hitherto  kept  Adam  (huma- 
nity)  out  of  Paradise;  in  other  words,  the  crucifixion  opens 
up  the  posssbility  for  humanity  to  return  to  the  original  State  ol 
Paradise. 

Sccondly,  links  forward  to  the  Ghurch  arc  provided  by: 

—  the  blood,  a  symbol  of  the  Eucharist; 

—  the  water,  a  symbol  of  Baptism. 

Moving  on  from  hcre  a  further  step,  the  Syriac ‘Fathers  speak  of 
the  Church  (as  the  place  where  the  Sacramcnts  of  Baptisrii  and 
the  Eucharist  are  found)  coming  forth,  or  being  born,  from  thç 
side  of  Christ.  This  in  turn  provides  a  contrast  to  Eve,  who  was 
‘born’  from.  the  side  of  the  First  Adam.  The  image  of  birthgiving 
then  allows  the  introduction  of  another  set  of  relationships:  the 
birth  of  Eve  from  Adam  and  the  birth  of  the  Church  from  Christ 
were  both  virgin  births  (as  too  was  the  birth  of  Adam  from  the 
Earth),  and  this  ofeourse  introduccs  the  virgin  birth  of  Christ 
from  Mary,  herself  the  Second  Eve. 

We  are  thus  provided  with  an  cxtremcly  intricate  web  of 
typological  relationships  which  hclp  to  show  how  every  point  in 
salvation  history  is  interlinked,  and  hoW  wc  today  arc  ourselves 
participants  in  this  history  through  the  sacramcnts  of  Baptism  and 
the  Eucharist.  The  typological  parallclism  implicd  in  this  network 
of  interrclationships  between  Mary  and  the  Church  also  provides 
fruitful  and  suggestive  material  for  theological  méditation; 
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Such,  m  prosaic  tcrms,  is  the  bare  skelctal  Framework  up- 
onwhichthc  typological  interprétation  ofjohn  19:34  functions. 
For  the  skeJcton  to  corne  to  lifc,  onc  needs  to  rcad  some  of  the 
passages  where  the  Syriac  Fathers  hâve  breathed  iife  into  these 
bare  boncs.  (Sec  Suggestcd  Rcading,  at  the  end  of  the  Course). 

It  is  significant  that  much  of  the  best  spiritual  interepre- 
tation  of  the  Bible  among  the  Syriac  Fathers  is  to  bc  found  in 
poctry  ra.thcr  than  in  prose.  Thus  the  poems  of  Ephrcm,  Narsai 
and  Jacob  ol  Scrugh  will  appear  today  as  far  more  créative  in 
their  spiritual  interprétation  of  Scripture  than  the  many  latcr 
prose  commentaries  which  survive.  '  •  I 


A 


fl  *•  *  “  '  *  *  *  .It» 


1  ‘  '  ' 

The  désert  will  rejoicej 

and  flowers  will  bloom  in  the  wilderness.  -j 

Ifhe  désert  will  sing  and  shout  for  joy; 

it  will  be  as  bcautiful  as  the  Lcbanon  Mountain*  i 

and  as  fertile  as  the  fields  of  Carmel  and  Sharon. 

Everyonc  Will  see  the  Lord’s  splcndoür, 

sec  his  greatness  and  Power.  i  ..  •  ■  . 


) 


.  SECTION  V 

BIBLICAL  COM  M  EN  TARI  ES 

i  .  '  .  .  < 

Commcntarics  on  thc  Bible  can  take  many  forms.  The 
earlier  Syriac  comment aries  arc  generally  on  one  particular  book 
at  a  time,  whcreas  from  the  eighth  and  ninth  century  onwards  it 
became  the  fashion  to  provide  cominentaries  on  thc  whole  Bible. 

i  •  -  .  , 

The  carlicst  suryivi.ng  Syriac  commentarics  arc  tliose  by 
Ephrem  (c.  306 — 373),  and  it  is  quite  likcly  that  they  date  from  the 
last  ten  years  of  his  life,  spent  at  Edcssa.  The  following  are 
generally  agrced  to  be  by  Ephrem  himself  (though  in  some 
cases  it  is  possible  that  his  disciples  published  them  in  their 
présent  form): 

—  Commentary  on  Genesi£  and  most  of  Exodus;  this  survives  in 
Syriac  in  a  unique  manuscript.  The  Commentary  follows  thc 
order  of  the  biblical  text,  but  only  selected  passages  are  comin- 
ented  on.  The  early  chapters  of  Genesis  reçoive  much  more 
attention  than  thc  later  ones,  and  Ephrem  shows  great  interest 
iir  the  question  of  human  frec  will.  There  is  very  littlc  typolo- 
gical  interprétation;  this  contrasts  with  the  typological  interpré¬ 
tation  given  to  many  passages  from  Genesis  and  Exodus  in  his 
hymns.  Throughout  the  commentary  many  intriguing  links  with 
Jcwish  exegetical  traditions  are  to  bc  found., 

—  Commentary  on  the  Diatessaron.  This  survives  complété  in 
an  early  translation  into  Armenian;  in  récent  times  about  two- 
thirds  of  the  Syriac' original  hâve  been  recovered  and  published 
(1963;  the  discovery  of  some  more  leaves  of  the  samc  manuscript 
was  announeed  in  1987).  The  Commentary  follows  the  sequencc 
of  thc  Diatessaron  (and  silice  thc  Syriac  Diatessaron  is  lost,  the 
Commentary  is  an  extremely  important  witness  to  both  its  text 
and  structure);  as  in  the  Genesis  and  Exodus  Commentary, 
Ephrem  is  sélective  in  the  passages  upon  which  he  chooses  to 
comment,  but  the  commentary  itself  is  much  more  theological  in 
character;  further  more  many  passages  are  méditative  in  character. 

—  Commentary  on  Acts.  This  comparatively  short  work  survives 
only  in  an  Armenian  translation. 
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— ■  Commentary  on  the  Pauline  Epistles.  î'his  too  survives  only 
in  an  Armenian  translation.  A  curious  feature  of  this  commentary. 
is  Ephrcm’s  inclusion  of  a  non-canonical  letter  attributed  to  Paul, 
known  as  3  Coi  inthians..  This  letter  was  evidcntly  qultc  vyidely. 
rcad  in  the  early  Syriac  Church,  but  later  fell  out  of  fayour  (it 
is  clearly  not  genuinc).  , 

Thanks  to  Ephrcm’s  enormous  réputation;  mthy  Works  not 
by  him  came  to  be  attributed  to  hini.  This  applies  to^  almost 
ail  thé  commcntarics  onthe’Old  Testament  attributed  to'  him' 
in  the  cighteènth-century  édition  of  his  Works.'!'  There  arc  alsd 
Armenian  translations  of  Old  Testament' commcntarics  urtdcr 
his  name,  but  thèse  have  not  yet  bcen  critic  illv  studied,'  and 
so  it  is  not  yet  possible  to  say  whether  they  préservé  any 
genuine  matcrial  from  the  pen  of  Ephrem. 

•  1  ■  ^  •  » 

Following  chronological  order,  probably  the  next' Syriac 
commentarics  to  survive  arc  certain  Works  by  John  of  Apamca.or 
John’the  Solitaryi  Much  uncertainty  surrounds'  this  figure  and 
the  works  under  his  name,iwhich  includc  a  commentary  on  Ecclc- 
siastes  and  one  'on  the  Béatitudes.  Ncithcr  of  these  has  been  yet 
published  (thougli  an  édition  of  the  former  is  promised  as 
imminent).  These  are  not  commcntarics  in  the  modem  sensc; 
instead,  Johh  uses  select  passages  in  the ;  biblical  tfcxt  as 
spring-boards  for  tcaching  on  the  spiritual  life. 

From  the  middlc  of/the  fifth  ccntury.  onWards  Syriac 
commentators  corne  under  the  influence  of  somc  of  the  main 
Greek  commentators  of  the  latc  fourth  and  early.  fifth  century. 
These  Greek  writers  fall,,into  two  main ;  schpols  of  exegesis, 
gcnerally  known  as  the  Antiochene  and  the  Alexandrian.  As 
far  as  later  Syriac  exegetical  tradition  was  concerned,  the 
most  important  représentative  of  the  Antiochene  scho.pl  of  exe-, 
gesis  was  Théodore  of  Mopsucstia  (died  428),  while  for  the 
Alexandrian  school  it  was  Cyril  of  Alcxandria.  »,  .  ( 

The  Antiochene  school  was  particularly  interested  in  histo- 
rical  interprétation,  and  from  the  point  of  view  of  modem 
biblical  scholarship  this  school  was  the  more  critical  in  its 

r.  .  •  ..!•  X  •  ni1  • 

approach,  even  anticipating  in  somc  respects  the  findings  of 
modem  critics.  :  Représentatives  of  this  approach  often  adapted 
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to  the  Bible  techniques  which  had  been  dcveloped  by  scholars 
of  pagau  Greek  literary  texts.  Many  of  Thcodorc’s  Works  were 
translatcd  into  Syriac  in  the  course  of  the  fifth  century,  probably 
at  the  famous  Persian  School  in  Edessa;  it  vvas  through  this 
school,  and  its  successor  (from  489)  at  Nisibis,  that  the  Antio- 
chenc  exegetical  tradition  came  to  exert  a  pervasive  influence 
ou  many  Syriac  writers.  In  the  Church  or  the  East,  where 
Théodore  was  regarded  as  the  Exegete  par  excellence,  and 
where  Thcodore’s  christology  was  considcred  normative,  it  is 
no  surprise  to  find  his  exegesis  as  dominant  too.  But  it  is  also 
the  case  that  Théodore  and  the  Antiochcne  exegetical  tradition 
exerted  a  considérable  influence  *  on  writers  of  the  Syrian 
Orthodox  tradition  like  Jacob  of  Serugh  and  even  Ôhiloxenus; 
this  happened  for  the  simple  reason  that  these  men  had  once 
themselves  been  students  at  the  Persian  School,  and  though 
they  reacted  against  its  lheological  teacliing,  they  nevertheless 
remained  iutlueneed  by  iis  tradition  of  biblical  interprétation. 

Since  Théodore  of  Mopsuestia  latcr  came  under  a  cloud 
of  disapproval  in  the  Greek  Church,  most  of  his  writings  hâve 
been  lost  in  Greek.  Many  of  his  Works  which  hâve  managed 
to  survive  arc  known  Only  from  their  translation  into  Syriac; 
amongst  these  is  a  long  and  important  Coinmentary  on  St. 
Johns  Gospel.  Quitc  :  extensive  portions  of  his  Commentary 
on  the  Psalms  is  also  avàilablc  in  Syriac. 

In  passing  it  should  be  noted  that  a  gréât  many  of  John 
Chrysostom’s  exegetical  homilics  on  different  Books  of  the  Bible 
werc  translatcd  into  Syriac  at  an' carly  date;  to  judge  by  the 
number  or  manuscripts  which  survive,  these  were  widelv  rcad. 
Ot lier  Works  translatcd  into  Syriac  were  Athanasius*  Exposition 
of  the  Psalms  (in  a  longer  and  a  shorter  form)  and  Grcgory  of 
Nyssa’s  famous  Commentary  on  the  Song  of-Songs. 

]  f  :  I  *;  • 

The  Alexandrian  exegetical  tradition  W.is  distinguished 
from  the  Antiochene  by  its  willingness  to  cmploy  allegory  as  a 
method  or  biblical  interprétation  (Théodore  in  particular  was 
strongly  opposed  to  the  use  of  allegory).  It  would  bc  a  mistake, 
howevci,  to  think  that  ail  Alexandrinc  interprétation  is  allego- 
rical:  mue  h  of  it  would  best  be  dcscribed  as  typological,  and  in 
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lliis  respect  it  lias  much  in  common  with  its  Antiochcne  coun- 
terpart.  Alexandrinc  exegesis  lias  left  much  less  of  an  impres¬ 
sion  on  subséquent  Syriac  tradition,  even  though  Syrian  Ortlio- 
dox  writers  had  available  in  Syriac  translation  scveral  of  Cyril 
of  Alexandria’s  Commentaries  (his  Commcntary  on  Luke,  iu  the 
forin  of  a  sériés  of  homilies,  survives  only  in  Syriac  translation). 

.  .  •  V'  y 

The  tvvo  grcat  Syriac  pocts,  Narsai  (died  c.500)  and  Jacob 
of  Serugh  (died  521)  both  stand  in  the  Antiochcne  cxegetical 
tradition,  even  though  Jacob  rejected  Antiochcne  christologv. 
Many  of  their  verse  homilies  ("memre”)  are  in  effect  commen¬ 
taries  on  particular  biblical  passages;  both  pocts,  for  example, 
bave  a  serves  of  homilies  on  Création. 

•  '  ■■  ■ 

Philoxenus  of  Mabbug  (çlied  523)  h»s  left  commentaries 
on  the  Prologue  of  St.  John,  and  on  Mathcw  and  Luke  (these 
two  survive  only  in  fragmentary  form).  The  cominentary  on 
the  Prologue  of  John  is  in  the  form  of  an  exteuded  theological 
exposition. 

' 

The  Church  of  the  East  produced  a  number  of  comraen- 
tators  in  the  sixth  century,  but  littlc  is  knowif  of  their  work 
today.  One  of  the  more  influential  of  these  commentators 
was  Ahob  of  Qatar  (in  the  Gulf)  whose  work  is  known  only 
from  quotations  in  much  later  writers.  Among  the  recent 
finds  of  Syriac  (and  other)  manuncripts  at  St.  Cathcrine’s  mona- 
stery  on  Mount  Sinai  it  has  been  reported  that  tlierc  is  an 
ctherwisc  unknown  commentary  on  the  Bible  by  the  great  East 
Svrian.  thcologian  Babai.(died  G28J^ 

•  ■  •  # 

The  chief  luminary  in  the  ficld  of  Syriac  biblical-  exegesis 

in  tnc  seventh  century  was  undoubtcdly  the  Syrian  Orthodox 

scholar  Jacob  of  Edessa  (died  708).  Jacob,  like  many  West  Syrian 

authors  of  his  time,  knew  Greck  well;  he  also  knew  a  little 

•  Hebrcw,  which  was  exceptional  for  a  Christian  scholar  of  that 

time.  He  displays  his  knowledge  of  Hebrew  in  a  long  and  learned 

note  off  the  Tetragrammaton,  the  Hebrew  divine  name  written 

YHW  H  but  read  as  Adonay  ('my  Lord’,  for  which  the-Septua— 

gint  has  Kyrios  and  the  Peshitta  Marya,  both  meaning  'Lord’). 

This  particular  note  is  attached  to  lus  revised  translation  of  the 

Homilies  of  Severus  of  Antioch,  but  he  has  also  left  a  wholc 
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sériés  of  scholia  and  letters  on  particular  biblical  topics  in  which 
he  displays  considérable  critical  acumcn.  His  inost  important 
work  of  excgesis,  however,  is  his  Commcnrary  on  the  Six  Days 
of  Création  (Hexaemeron).  It  had  bccome  a  tradition  by  his 
time  for  commcntaries  on  the  opening  of  Genesis  to  be  the 
vehicle  for  a  great  deal  of  scientific  knowledge,  ranging  from 
zoology  to  geography.  Jacob’s  commentary  certainly  lives  up 
to  this  tradition,  and  it  is  a  storchouse  of  learning  on  ail  sorts 
of  topics.  Jacob  had  left  the  work  unfinishcd  at  his  death, 
and  so  it  was  left  to  his  equally  learncd  disciple  George,  bishop 
of  the  Arab  tribes  (died  724)  to  complété  it. 

The  names  of  several  East  Syrian  commcntators  (sucli 
as  Hnana  of  Adiabene  and  Gabriel  of  Qatar)  are  knovvn  from 
quotations  in  later  writers,  but  it  is  not  until  the  late  eighth 
and  the  ninth  century  that  we  hâve  surviving  commentaires. 
From  that  pcriod  we  hâve  a  numbcr  of  important  Works: 

—  the  Book  of  Scholia,  by  Théodore  bar  Koni  (late  eighth 
century);  this  is  in  the  form  of  sets  of  questions  and  answers  on 
select  topics  in  every  book  of  the  Pcshitta  Bible.  (The  idea 
of  a  biblical  commentary  in  the  form  of  a  sériés  of  Questions 
and  Answers  was  taken  over  from  Grcek  writers  such  as  Theo- 
dorct).  The  Book  of  Scholia  cornes  down  to  us  in  two  different 
recensions,  both  of  which  hâve  been  publishcd  in  the  Louvain 
Corpus  of  Oriental  Christian  Writers  (CS CO). 

—  A  Commentary  on  the  whole  Bible  again  in  the  form  of 
Questions  and  Answers,  by  Isho’barnun,  Catholicus  of  the 
Church  of  the  East  from  823 — 828.  Only  the  section  on  the 
Pcntatcuch  has  been  publishcd  so  far  (by  E.  C.  Clarke,  1962). 

—  An  anonymous  commentary  on  Genesis  and  Exodus  (to 
9:32);  this  lias  recently  been  publishcd  by  L.  van  Rompay  (1986) 
in  the  C!  S  C  ü. 

An  anonymous  commentary  on  the  Old  and  the  New  Testa¬ 
ment;  only  the  section  on  Genesis  1 — 17  has  been  publishcd  so  far 
(A.  Levé  ne,  1951). 


( 
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—  Commentary  on  thc  Old  and  New  Testaments  by  Isho’dad 
of  Merv  (flourished  c.  850).  The  Commentaries  on  thc  Old  Testa¬ 
ment  hâve  been  published  by  C.  van  den  Evnde  in  the  CS  CO 
(1950  —  81),  and  those  on  the  New  Testament  by  M.  D.  Gibson 
(1911-13). 

Ail  thèse  Works  contain  a  considérable  amount  of  material 
in  common,  and  they  ail  serve  as  repositorics  for  carlier  exege- 
tical  tradition. 

The  chicf  Syrian  Orthodox  commentators  of  not  from  the 
ninth  century  are  John  of  Dara  and,  cspecially,  Moshe  bar 
Kcpha,  scveral  of  whose  commentaries  on  different  books  ol 
thc  Old  and  New  Testaments  survive.  Only  the  Commentary 
on  John  by  Moshe  lias  been  published  in  full  so  far. 

In  the  first  hall'  of  the  eleventh  century  the  East  Syrian 
scholar  Abdallah  ibn  at-Tayyib  (died  10431  wrolc  a  number  of 
biblical  commentaries  in  Arabie,  based  largcly  on  thc  earlier 
Syriac  commentary  tradition.  Thèse  were  widely  read  by  Arabic- 
speaking  Christians  from  ail  Churchcs,  and  their  influence  bas 
even  rcachcd  the  Ethiopian  commentary  tradition. 

An  extensive  commentary  on  the  East  Syrian  lectionary, 
callcd  the  Gannat  Bussame  (Garden  of  Delights),  belongs  to  the 
carly  thirteenth  century.  This  work  préserves  many  excerpts 
from  earlier  commentators  whose  Works  are  otherwise  lost.  (An 
édition  by  G.  Reinink  in  the  CSC  O  is  in  pieparation). 

A  fitting  climax  to  the  West  Syrian  commentary  tradition 
is  providcd  by  thc  “Awsar  Raze”,  or  Storehousc  of  Mysterics, 
by  thc  Syrian  Orthodox  polymath  Gregory  Abu’ 1  h araj,  usually 
known  as  Bar  Hebraeus  (died  1286).  This  great  work  covers  the 
entirc  Syriac  Bible.  Only  parts  of  the  "Awsar  Raze”  hâve  so 
far  been  published  (the  most  accessible,  with  English  translation, 
cover  Gcnesis  to  Samuel  (M.  Sprcngliug  and  W.  O.  Graham, 
1931),  and  the  Gospels  (E.  W.  Carr,  1925). 


SECTION  VI 


THE  USE  OF  THE  SYRJAC  BIBLE  IM 
PREACHING 


The  Bible  has  always  bccii  tlic  main  starting  point  for 
preaching  in  ail  Christian  traditions.  Here  wc  sliall  concentratc 
on  sonie  featurcs  which  are  characteristic  of  ihc  Syrlac  tradition 
and  which  are  not  ibund  widcly  elsewhcre. 


The  place  of  poctry  has  always  been  very  prominent  with- 
in  Syriac  litcraturc  as  a  whole;  it  is  thus  not  surprising  to  fine! 
that  poetry  plays  an  important  rôle  in  preaching  and  in  the  ex¬ 
position  of  the  Bible  in  the  Syriac  Churches.  Two  areas  are  parti- 
cularly  noteworthy:  the  use  of  dialogue  poems,  with  biblical 
characters,  in  order  to  highlight  décisive  moments  within  the 
biblical  narrative;  and  the  use  of  verse  homilics  for  the  purpose 
of  retelling  biblical  épisodes  in  a  dramatic  fashion.  Both  thèse 
may  be  seen  as  excellent  vehicles  for  popular  catechctical  instruc¬ 
tion  which  deserve  to  be  revived  today. 


The  dialogue  poems  belong  to  a  very  ancient  literary  genre 
which  can  be  traccd  back  at  least  to  the  second  millennium  B  C. 
In  their  Syriac  form  these  poems  consist  of  short  stanzas  whcre 
the  two  biblical  characters  speak  in  alternating  verses;  there  is 
almost  always  a  short  narrative  introduction,  providing  the 
audience  (the  congrégation)  with  the  biblical  setting,  and  there 
is  sometimes  a  very  brief  conclusion  (ofteri  in  the  form  of  a 
doxology).  The  poems  normally  take  the  form  of  an  argument 
between  the  two  biblical  characters,  and  in  the  end  one  of  the 
two  speakers  wins  over  the  other.  Thus,  for  cxample,  in  the 
dialogue  between  the  angel  Gabriel  and  the  Virgin  Mary  (the 
scène  of  the  Annunciation,  Luke  1:26 — 38),  the  Virgin  is  mindful 
of  Evc’s  expérience,  and  so  questions  the  angel  at  First: 

The  angel  addressed  the  Virgin  and  said, 

Peace  bc  with  vou,  O  mother  of  my  Lord, 
blesscd  arc  yoli,  child, 

and  blesscd  is  the  Fruit  that  is  within  you. 


^  i.he.Use  of  the  Syriac  Bible  ,  69 

And  Mary  says,  Who  are  you,  sir?  ,  •  ..t  . 

and  what  is  this  that  you  utter? 

VVhat  you  are  saying  is  remote  from  me, 
and  what  it  means  I  hâve  no  idca. 

Angel  The  Fathcr  has  revealed  to  me,  as  I  do  now  to  you, 

this  mystery  which  is  shared  betwcon  him  and  his  Son, 
when  he  sent  me  to  say 

tliat  from  you  lie  will  shine  out  ovcr  the  worlds. 

Mary  I  am  afraid,  sir,  to  accent  you, 

for  when  Eve  my  mother  acccpted  the  serpent 
who  spoke  as  hcr  friend, 

she  was  snatchcd  away  from  her  former  glory. 

Human  expérience  and  the  dictâtes  of  reason  also  provide  a 
basis  for  further  questioning  on  Mary’s  part: 

Mary  This  meeting  with  you  and  your  présence  hcre 

are  ail  very  fine,  if  only  the  natural  order  of  things 
did  not  stir  me  to  hâve  doubts  at  your  arrivai 
as  to  how  therc  can  bc  fruit  in  a  virgin’s  womb. 

It  is  only  when  the  angel  finally  mentions  the  Iloly  Spirit  that 
Mary  finally  acccpts; 

Angel  ï  was  sent  from  the  Fathcr  to  bring  you  this  message, 
that  his  love  has  compelled  him 
So  that  his  Son  should  résidé  in  your  womb, 
and  over  you  the  Holy  Spirit  will  réside. 

Mary  In  that  case,  O  angel,  I  will  not  answer  back: 
if  the  Holy  Spirit  shall  corne  to  me, 

I  am  his  maidscrvant,  and  he  has  authority; 
let  it  be  to  me  in  accordance  with  your  Word. 

Thèse  dialogue  poems  providc  a  very  effective  means  of 
pin-pointing  moments  of  dramatic  tension  within  the  biblical 
narrative.  At  each  such  dramatic  point  the  poct  (usually  anony- 
mous)  explores  the  inner  psychological  tensions  and  thoughts;  in 
the  proccss  of  doing  so,  he  succcssfully  brings  out  the  important 
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underlying  thcological  teaching  of  the  passage  in  question.  In 
many  cases  thèse  poems  deal  with  the  conflict  between  the  head 
and  the  heart,  between  human  reason  and  failli:  we  hâve  seen 
a  little  of  this  in  the  dialogue  between  the  Angel  and  Mary,  but 
it  is  also  very  prominent  in  the  diahgues  between  Zechariah  and 
the  Angel,  and  between  Joseph  and  Mary.  Zechariah  finds  it 
impossible  to  believe  the  angcl’s  message  that  his  barren  and 
elderly  wife  will  bear  a  son:  he  tells  the  angel  ‘It  would  be 
astonishing  if  I  were  to  believe  you  in  the  matter  of  this  taie 
which  you  hâve  told  me:  a  tree  already  dried  up  cannot  possibly 
providc  fruit’.  In  vain  docs  the  angel  tell  Zechariah  of  the  Old 
Testament  precedents,  such  as  Sarah  giving  birth  to  Isaac  in  her 
old  âge;  Zechariah  remains  stubbornly  sceptical:  ‘However  much 
you  speak  trying  to  persuade  me,  your  words  still  do  not  touch 
my  intellect’.  In  Zechariah’s  case  human  reason  proves  the 
victor  over  faith— with  the  rcsult  that  Zechariah  was  made 
‘unablc  to  speak  until  the  angel’s  words  caine  to  pass’. 

•  c .  .  .  «  »  •  *:i  -i  J 

>  In  the  case  of  Joseph,  on  the  other  hand,  faith  cvcntually 
wins  the  day,  even  though  external  appearances — his  fiancee’s 
obvious  pregnancy  —  makc  it  very  hard  for  him  to  believe  in  Mary’s 
improbable  explanation,  as  appears  near  the  beginning  ol  the 
dialogue: 

*  -1  *  4  f 

Joseph  I  am  astoundcd  at  what  you  say: 
how  can  I  listen  to  your  words? 

Virgins  simply  do  not  get  prégnant 
unless  they  hâve  intercourse  or  get  married. 


Mary’s  patience  in  the  face  of  his  angry  disbelief  cvcntually, 
towards  the  end  of  the  long  dialogue,  wins  over  Joseph,  and  he 
half  concédés  that  Mary  might  be  telling  the  truth: 


Joseph  There  are  two  possibilities,  and  both  disturb  me: 

if  what  you  say  is  true,  it  is  most  frightening  for  me, 
but  if  it  is  untrue,'  that  is  a  great  grief. 

How  I  wish  I  could  escape  from  the  two. 
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To  tliis  Mary  replies: 


Nnw  I  shall  pour  out  my  words 

and  address  my  Son  hidden  within  my  womb; 

he  will  reveal  to  you  that  I  shall  hâve  no  other 

childrcn,  ,t:  . 

and  that  I  shall  not  bc  deprived  of  your  company.  ; 


This  is  the  final  verse  of  the  dialogue,  but  in  the  final  narrative 
wc  hcar  that  vérification  of  the  truth  of  Mary’s  words  is  provi- 
ded  for  Joseph: 


Joseph  slept,  and  the  angel  arrivcd, 

revealing  to  him  how  the  mystcry.had  taken  place. 

Joseph  rose  up  early  and  knclt  in  worship  bcforc  Mary 


full  of  Wonder,  who.had  not  lied. 

The  dialogue  poem  between  Mary  and  Joseph  illustrâtes  how 
il  is  only  after  the  intellect  has  given  way  to  the  improbable 
daims  of  faith  that  external  vérification  if  providcd  (in  Joseph’s 
case,  in  the  dream),  showing  that  this  faith  is  indecd  grounded 
in  reality.  ' 


Some  fifty'such  dialogue  poems  survive,  and  the: jnajonty 
of  these  involve  biblical  characters.  Bascd  on  the  Old  Testament 
wc  hâve:  Gain  and  •;  Abel  (Gcnesis  4);  Abraham  and  Isaac 
(Gcnesis-22);  Joseph  and  PotipharV  wife  (Gcnesis  39),  Joseph 
and  Benjamin,  and  Job  and  his  wife.  The  dialogues  with  New- 
Testament  topics  are  rather  more  numerous,  and  include: 
Zechariah  and  the  Angel,  the  Angel  and  Mary,  Joseph  and 
Mary,  Mary  and  the  Magi,  John  the  Baptist  and  Christ,  John 
the  Baptist  and  the  Crowd,  Christ  and  the  Pharisees,  Christ 
and  the  Synagogue,  the  Sinful  Woman  and  Satan,  the  two 
thieves  on  the  cross,  the  Chcrub  and  the  thiei  (Lukc  22:  42  3), 

Dcath  and  Satan  (at  the  descent  of  Christ  into  Shcol),  and  Mary 
and  the  Gardener  (the  risen  Christ). 


The  oldest  dialogue  poems  arc  by  nonc  other  than  St, 
Ephrem  (some  on  Death  and  Satan);  most  of  these  poems,  how- 
ever,  are  anoliymous,  though  in  the  East  Syrian  tradition  they 
bave  usually  oeen  ascribcd  to  Narsai.  Probably  many  of  them 
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will  hâve  been  writtcn  in  the  fifth  or  sixth  centuries,  for  this 
was  a  period  ofgreat  literary  creativity.  But  later  writers  also 
continued  to  use  this  form  of  dialogue  poetry  to  good  effect. 

Syriac  literature  is  extremcly  rich  in  verse  homilics,  and 
many  of  these  are  by  the  great  pocts  Ephrem  (died  373),  Narsai 
(died  about  500),  and  Jacob  of  Serugli  (died  521).  A  large  num- 
ber  of  these  homilies  provide  sermons  in  verse  on  particular  bi- 
blical  passages,  exploring  their  spiritual  mcanings,  m  aking  Cre¬ 
ative  use  of  typology.  In  these  the  readers  (or  hearers)  are  al- 
ways  aware  of  the  preacher  hiins  :lf  standing  between  them  and 
the  biblical  text,  providing  exhortations  and  explanations.  .  There 
is,  however,  also  a  smaller  number  of  verse  homilics  were  the 
biblical  narrative  is  retold  in  drnmatic  fashion;  in  these  there  are 
no  homiletic  asides.  This  retelüng  of  biblical  narratives  makes 
ample  use  of  speechcs  by  the  various  biblical  characters  involvedl 
sorne  of  these  spceches  can  already  bc  found,  in  very  brief  form, 
in  the  biblical  text  itself.  But  more  often  the  poet  has  supplied 
both  the  occasion  as  well  as  the  words;  in  so  doing  lie  is  reading 
between  the  lines,  as  it  were,  of  the  biblical  text,  and  drawing  oui 
the  dramatic  potential  to  lie  found  there. 

Once  again,  most  of  the  narrative  poems  of  this  sort  are 
anonymous  (thougli  they  are  often  wrongly  attributed  to  Ephrem). 
It  seems  likcly  thu  they  mostly  belong  to  the  fifth  and  sixth  cen¬ 
turies.  Among  the  subjccts  covcred  we  find  the  followiug: 
Abraham  and  Sarah  in  Egypt  (Genesis  12),  Abraham,  Savait, 
and  Isaac  (Genesis  22),  Joseph  and  his  brothers  (Genesis  37  —  48; 
the  long  cycle  of  poems  on  this  subject  by  the  fifth  century  poc* 
Balai  is  often  wrongly  àscribed  to  Ephrem),  thé  prophet  Elijah 
and  the  widow  of  Sàrepta  (1  Kings  17),  the  prophet  Jonah 
(this  alone  is  genuinely  by  Ephrem),  Mary  and  Joseph  (makiug 
use  of  motifs  in  the  Proto-Gospel  of  James),  and  the  sinful 
woman  who  anoitited  the  feet  of  Christ  (Luke:  7:  36 — 50  and 
parallels). 

The  two  narrative  poems  rctelling  thé  épisode  of  the  sacri¬ 
fice  of  Isaac  are  of  particular  interest  silice  they  introduce  the 
figure  of  Sarah,  who  is  not  mentioned  a  single  time  in  the  course 
of  the  biblical  text  of  Genesis  22.  In  rctelling  the  biblical  narra- 
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tive  the  poct  seeks  to  explore  the  silences  of  the  actual  text  of 
the  Bible,  and  to  draw  out  vvhat  could  be  implicit  vvithin  thosc 
silences.  Whal  vvere  Sarah’s  reactions  when  Abraham  took  off 
hcr  young  boy?  Did  Abraham  tell  her  off  God’s  fearful  com- 
mand?  Preachers  in  the  carly  Church  werc  clearly  intensely 
Concerne d  with  such  questions,  and  they  suggested  a  variety  of 
possible  answers.  Usually  they  assume  that  she  only  let  Isaac 
go  bccause  she  was  unawarc  of  what  Abraham  had  been  in- 
structed  by  God  to  do.  In  one  of  the  two  Syriac  narrative 
poems  on  the  subject,  however,  wc  haveaquitc  different  approach: 
Sarah  is  portrayed  as  having  the  same  profound  faith  in 
God’s  ultimate  love  as  her  husband  Abraham  has,  for  she  is 
both  aware  of  what  is  to  happen  afid  consents  to  it.  Indeed,  as 
it  turns  out,  her  faith  proves  even  grcater  than  .  Abraham’s,  for 
she  has'  to  endure  the  testing  of  hcr  faith  twicc:  when  Abra¬ 
ham  and  Isaac  return  home  to  hcr.  Abraham  at  first  goes  in 
alonc,  saying  to  Isaac  ‘I  will  spy  out  your  mother’s  mind’. 
Sarah  is  thus  left  to  imagine  that  Isaac  has  indeed  been 
sacrificed,  and  she  welcomes  her  husband  back  with  thèse  words: 

Welcome,  blessed  old  man,  husband  who  has  loved  God; 
welcome,  happy  one,  who  has  sacrificed  on  the  pyre  my 
only  child; 

welcome,  o  slaughterer,  who  did  not  spare  the  body  of 
my  only  child. 

Did  he  weep  when  hc  was  bound,  or  groan  when  lie  died? 
was  hc  looking  for  me? 


Abraham  assures  her  that  Isaac  did  not  cry  when  he  was 
bound,  and  that  ‘when  the  knife  was  above  his  throat,  he 
remembered  you  therc’.  To  tliis  Sarah  replies: 


May  the  soûl  of  my  only  child  bc  accepted, 
for  hc  listencd  to  his  mother’s  words. 

If  only  I  were  an  eagle,  or  had  the  speed  of  a  dove, 
so  that  I  might  go  and  behold  that  place 
where  my  only  child,  ray  beloved,  was  sacrificed  ! 


Only  at  the  end  of  tliis  speech  does  Isaac  walk  in,  safe  and 
sound,  to  fall  into  his  mother’s  astounded  cmbracc. 
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Although  the  poet  handles  the  biblical  narrative  with  a 
good  deal  of  freedom,  he  does  so  in  order  to  impress  on  his 
readcrs  and  hcarers  the  underlying  message  inhérent  in  the 
biblical  text;  this  hc  does  by  mcans  of  various  dramatic  effects 
which  he  introduces  into  thej  retclling  of  the  biblical  -story. 
VVe  should  not,  ofeourse,  suppose  that.  he  is  trying  to  providc 
a  historical  reconstruction  of  the  episoder  this  would  be  to 
misunderstand  his  intentions  totally  and  complctcly. 

The  narrative  verse  homily  on  the  prophet  Elijah  pro¬ 
vides  another  examplc  of  the  way  in  which  the  poet  seeks  to 
heighten  the  dramatic  force  of  the  biblical  narrative.  T.  Kings 
17:1  tells  how  the  prophet  bound  the  skies  u|idcr  an  oath,  not 
allowing  them  to  let  fall  any  rain  or  dew  ‘cxccpt  by  my  word’. 
T  he  resulting  drouglit  was  to  be  a  punishment  for  the  nation’s 
wickcd  ways.  Later  on  in  the  chapter  the  biblical  narrative  tells 
how  tjte  same  prophet  restored  life  to  the  dead  sou  of  the  Widow 
at.Sarepta  (1  Kings  17:22).  Then,  at  the  end  of  chnpter  18,  we 
learn  of  the  end  of  the  terrible  drought.  In  the  biblical  account 
no  direct  connection  betweén  the  raising'of  the  widow’s  son  and 
the  end  of  the  drought  is'  made,  but  the  author  of  the  Syriac 
verse  homily  on  Elijah  does  link  the  two  in  a  vdry  dramatic  way 
(in  so  doing,  he  was  in  fact  following  Jewish  tradition).  Whcn 
the  heavens  complain.to  God  about  Elijah’s  'action,  God  points 
out  to  them  that  he  should  respect  his  prophct’s  authority,  seeing 
that.  Elijah  had  specifically  stated  that  the  heaven  were-  bound 
until  he  himself  release  them.  ‘Be  patient  with  me  fora  littlc 
while’,  God  tells  the  heavens,  ‘and  wait  until  I  go  down  to  visit 
him.  I:  avili’  go  on  proposing  to  him  rcasons,  until  he  ev.entually 
b.ecomes  reconciled  with  you’.  After  various  attempts  to  gct 
Elijah  to  lift  his  ban  and  so  end  the  drought,  God  ■  finally  sends 
him  off  to  a  widow  of  Sarepta  who  will  fecd  him  despite  the 
famine.  Shc  tells,  him  that  ail  she  lias  left  over  is  a  little  flour 
in  a  bowl  and  a  small  quantity  ofoil  (1  Kings  17:12),  but  the 
prophet  gssures  her:  •  u 

Neither  shall  the  bowl  of  flour  l'ail 

nor  shall  the  horn  ofoil  give  out. 

The  woman  runs  off  ‘to  try  out  the  word  of  the  prophet’,  and 
as  ‘shc  plunged  her  hand  into  the  bowl,;  flour.  came  leaping  up 
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ti>  mcct  it’— and  thc  samc  thing  happcned  with  the  oil.  The 
prophet,  the  widow  and  lier  son  are  thus  assurcd  of  food,  and 
ail  goes  well  for  a  whilc.  But  the  drought  atid  the  famine  conti¬ 
nue,  sincc  Elijali  lias  not  yct  lifted  his  ban.  'Things  are  gctting 
so  bad  tliat  God  décidés  to  resort  to  something  niore  dramatic 
in  order  to  get  Elijah  to  relent  and  show  compassion:  1 

,  .  1 1 »  .  .  •  >  i b  t-  .  I  .!.  :  •{  Y 

He  sent  an  angel  to  take  away  ’  *  »  ■  ' !  •  '  ••  •  . 

the  soûl  of  thc  widow’s  son. 

He  look  away  his  soûl,  and  so  incited  bis  mother 
to  do  battle  with  thc  upright  man:  '  " 
the  woman  took  liold  of  him  and  stood  there, 
ready  to  argue  with  him  as  a  murdercr. 

'Givc  me  back  my  only  cliild’,  shc  cried, 

‘for  he  was  killed  bccause  of  you. 

I  will  seize  hold  of  you  straightaway 
and  thrown  you  into  the  hands  1  _  ' 
of  Ahab  and  Jezebcl,  to  meet.an  evil  fate’. 

Elijah  answcred  lier  and  said  _  ( 

to  the  widow  who  had  spoken  these  things:  ‘ 

‘Never  has  anyone  becn  killed  by  me, 
and  here  you  are  calling  me  a  murdcrer. 

Am  I  God,  to  be  able  to  revive  your  son? 

Or  is  his  soûl  in  my  liands, 

'  sceing  that  you  are  rcquiring  him  at  my  hands?’ 


Mi'.' 


The  woman  said  in  reply  to  Elijah, 
‘Indecd,  by  the  God  whora  I  serve, 
this  is  assurcd  for  me: 
if  the  flour  lieard  you  and  leapt  up, 
and  if  the  oil  heard  you  and  spurted  forth,.. 
then  the  Lord  will  listen  to  you  thus(  (  ,  » 

arid  will  give  you  back  the  soûl  of  the  boy.’ 


!<]•  ;l,  ijiî  il  fin  ■ 
f  •  •  •  v5  ,  .  ' 


‘.'fl?-  1r»T  .*tî 


V.wÿ\ 


ff\»f  f 


Then  Elijah  took  the  boy 
and  brought  him  to  the  upper  room; 
he  knelt  and  began  to  say 
in  sorrow  and  iti  sufîcring, 

‘O  Lord,  I  beg  of  you, 

as  a  servant  I  speak  in  your  prcsence; 
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why,  Lord,  hâve  you  repaid  with  such  loss 
this  widow  who  has  receivcd  me? 

Why  did  you  send  me  to  her, 

why  did  you  bring  lier  son  forth  from  hcr  womb? 

Lord,  I  call  upon  you  with  feeling, 

I  bcg  of  you  mercy; 

listcn.  Lord,  to  your  servant’»  praycr, 

and  return  the  soûl  of  this  boy’. 

Our  Lord  answered  and  said  to  Elijali,- 
‘You  owe  me  one  debt: 
repay  it,  and  I  wili  listen  to  you. 

In  your  hands  is  placed  the  key  to  the  heavens, 
in  my  hands  is  the  soûl  of  the  cliild’. 

The  holy  man  opened  liis  mouth 
as  his  heart  rejoiced  and  exulted; 
he  releascd  the  heavens  which  he  had  bouud 
—  and  the  soûl  of  the  child  returned. 

In  order  to  heighten  the  dramatic  effcct  of  the  biblical 
narrative  the  poet  has  introduced  the  bcld  idca  of  a 
bargain  struck  between  God  and  Elijah.  This  has  the  effcct 
of  emphasizing  the  double  underlying  message  which  the  poet 
secs  in  the  biblical  narrative:  the  need  for  compassion  on  the 
part  of  those  who  are  zealous  for  God’s  righteousness,  and  the 
exainplc  of  the  widow’s  failli  in  God’s  ability  to  work  miracles 
through  his  prophet. 

By  retelling  the  biblical  narrative  in  a  lively  and  imagi¬ 
native  way,  thèse  anonymous  Syriac  poets  hâve  provided  a  very 
effective  form  of  popular  preacliing.  The  very  fact  that  tliey 
takc  some  libertles  with  the  biblical  text  encourages  their  readers 
and  hearers  to  go  back  to  the  biblical  text  and  rc-discovcr  it 
for  themselves. 


2* 


SECTION  VII 


THE  USE  OF  THE  SYRIAC  BIBLE 
IN  THE  LITURGY 


Tlie  Syriac  Bible  fcaturcs  in  liturgical  worship  abovc  ail 
in  the  cycle  of  biblical  readings  and  in  the  use  of  the'  Psàlms. 
Herc,  however,  we  shall  consider  another  aspect:  the  way  in 
vvhiph  the  phraseology  of  the  Syriac  Bible  is  ingrained  ;  in  the 
very  prayers  and  hymns  of  the  Syriac  Cihurches.  We  shall  look 
at  two  examplcs,  bascd  on  Genesis  1:2  and  on  Luke  1:35. 

The  second  half  of  Genesis  1:2  reads  in  the  Pcshilta 
'‘and  the  Spirit  of  God  was  hovering  (“mrahhefa”)  over  the 
surface  of  the  water’.  The  verb  “rahhef”  is  u'sed  in  Dcutcro- 
tiotny  32: 11  of  a  fcmale  bird  hovering  over  her  chicks,  and  the 
noun  “inrahfana”  is  found  several  times  in  the  Peshitta  as  a 
parallcl  to  “mrahmana”,  ‘compassionatc’.  Modem  English 
translations  usually  provide  two  possible  alternative  translations 
for  Genesis  1:2.  ‘the  Spirit  of  God’  and  ‘wind  -of  God’  (or, 
‘strong  wind’'),  sincc  “ruait”  in  Hebrew  (and  “ruha”  in  .Syriac) 
can  mean  either  ‘spirit’  or  ‘wind’.  This  hésitation  on  the  part 
of  modem  translators  is  in  fact  nothing  new,  for  the  early  Church 
Falhcrs  were  also  divided  over  how  to  interpret  the  verse:  does 
it  refer  to  the  Holy  Spirit,  or  to  a  spirit/wind?  The  fact  that 
the  Greek  has  a  passive  verb  following  (‘was  carried’)  suggested 
fo  some  Greek  commcntators  that  ‘the  spirit’.  herc  could  not 
refer  to  the  Holy  Spirit. 

.  ■  .  ‘  ’  • 

The  Syriac  Fathers  sharc  this  uneertainty  over  the  inter¬ 
prétation  of  Genesis  1:2,  and  many  of  them,  from  St.  Ephrem 
onwards,  prefer  not  to  introduce  the  Holy  Spirit  herc  in  their 
exegesis  of  the  passage.  This  line  of  interprétation  was  adopted 
in  order  to  avoid  certain  theological  misunderstandings  associa- 
tcd  with  the  verse,  and  it  was  followed  by  several  later  comm¬ 
cntators,  and  in  particular  by  Théodore  of  Mopsuestia,  from 
whom  it  was  taken  over  by  the  School  of  Edcssa  and  by  ils 
successor  at  Nisibis.  Accordinglv,  the  vast  majority  of  later 
Syriac  commentarics,  cspecially  thosc  in  the  East  Syrian  tradition, 
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takc  the  view  that  the  'spirit  of  God’  in  the  verse  is  not  the 
Holy  Spirit. 

I  '  •  ••  >  : 

<  *  •  Î  •  *  il 

Ncvcrthcless,  in  spite.  ofthis  attitude  ou  the  part  of  somc 
theologians,  it  scems  that  à  different  understanding  was  dccply 
ingrained  in  the  liturgical  tradition,  for  there  wc  can  find  inany 
passages  wherc  Gcnesis  1:2  is  understood  as  referring  to  the  Holy 
Spirit.  This  can  be  scen  above  ail  in  prayers  and  liymns  conn- 
ected  with  baptism;  hcre  we  often  find  a  parallelism  drawn  bet- 
ween  the  Creative  activity  of  the  Holy  Spirit  over  the  primordial 
waters,  on  the  one  hand,  and  the  samc  créative  activity  of  the 
Spirit  over  the  baptismal  waters,  whcre  the  baptized  become  a 
new  création’.  Thus  in  one  of  llic  Epiphany  Hymns  attributed 
to  St.  Ephrcm  wc  hâve: 

At  création  the  Spirit  hovered  over  the  waters; 
they  conceivcd  and  gave  birth  to  reptiles,  fisli  and  birds. 
The  Holy  Spirit  has  hovered  over  the  baptismal  water, 
and  has  given  birth  to  eagles  in  Symbol,  that  is,  to  the  vir- 
*  gins  and  leaders, 

and  to  fishes  in  Symbol,  that  is,  to  the  chaste  and  the 
intcrcessors, 

and  to  reptiles  in  Symbol,  that  is,  to  the  cunning  who  liave 
become  as 

:  simple  as  doves  (Matthcw  10:16).  (Hymns  on  Epiphany  8:15) 

1  lie  same  idca  is  also  found  in  the  Maronite  baptismal  rite,  in 
the  course  of  the  long  prayer  at  the  sanctification  of  the  water: 

As  the  Holy  Spirit  hovered  over  the  waters  at  the  establish¬ 
ment  of  création,  so  may  your  Hely  Spirit,  O  Lord,  hover 
over  this  baptismal  water  which  is  a  spiritual  womb,  and 
may  he  rest  upon  it  and  sanctify  it  and  makc  it  fruitful 
with  the  heavenly  Adam,  in  place  of  the  earthly  Adam. 

T  he  parallelism  between  the  waters  at  création  and  the 
baptismal  water  is  richly  suggestive,  but  it  is  rarely  brought  out 
in  an  explicit  way  perhaps  as  a  resuit  of  the  different  exegesis 
ol  Genesis  1:2  which  dominated  the  Schools  of  Édcssa  Nisibis. 
But  vciy  olten  we  do  find  the  parallelism  vcsligially  présent. 
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thanks  to  the  use  of  the  verb  “rahhef”  ‘in  connection  with  tiie 
activity  of  the  Spirit  at  baptism.  Thus  St.  Ephrem,  whospecifi- 
cally  does  not  take  the  ‘spirit  of  God’  to  refer  to  the  Holy  Spirit, 
nevertheles;.  does  use  the  verb  "rahhef”,  ‘hover’,  with  référencé 
to  baptism  when  we  says  ‘The  Holy  /  Spirit  hovers  over  the 
streams’  (that  is,  of  the  baptismal  waters)  [Hymns  on  Virginitv 
7:8]..  Likewise,  in  some  texts'of  the  Syrian  Orthodox  -baptismal 
service  the  deacon  says  at  the  sanctification  of  ;the  baptismal 
water,  ‘Hotv  fearful  is  this  hour  when  •  thef*livingî-and  Holy 
Spirit  circles  down  from  the  uppermost  heights1  and  "hovers” 
and  dwells  on  r  the  water,. .  sanctifying  it,  just, -as  the  iJordarL’s 
streams  'were  sanqtified  [at  the  baptism  of,  Christ]’.  .  icK  /i..|  ! 

,  i,  -  '  1  i  •  .  |f)  'tym'l  id 

Likewise,  outside  the  contcxt  of  baptism  and  the  baptismal 
liturgy,  wc  not  infrcquently  find  the  Spirit  dcscribed  as  ‘hovering’, 
where  the  verb  ‘hover’  is  derived  front  the  Pcshitta,  text  of 
Gencsis  1:2.  Thus  in  several  West  Syrian  'Anaphoras  -‘hover’ 
is  used  as  onc  of  the  verbs  describing  the  activity  of  thrç. Holy 
Spirit  at  the  Epiclesis.  One  such  case  is  the  Syriac  Anaphora 
ascribed  to  St.  John  Chrysostom  (quitc  different  from-  thej  Greek 
Anaphora  under  his  naine):- 

May  your  Spirit  and  your  Power  overshadow  this,  holy 
altar  and  sanctify  its  offerings;  and ,  may  He  hover  and- 
rest  and  résidé  over  the  bread,  and  may  it  bccomc  one 
llody.;..  "  ■  '  “  1 

The  wording  of  this  particular  epiclesis  convcniently  in- 
troduces  us  to  the  other  biblical  passage  under  considération  in 
this  section,  for  the  verb  ‘overshadow’  is  derived  froin  Luke 
l:35j^The  Holy  Spirit^-shalL  corne  and  the  power  of  the  Most 
Pligh  shall  overshadow  ("naggen”)  you’.  • 

i-/.  i-,  /.  d» .  -  i  -.i.)  c 

The  Syriac  verb  used  to  translate  the  Greek-.  word  herc  -fori 
'pvershadow’--is  a  very  interesting  one,  for  it  has  a  background 
in  Jcwish  Aramaic..  The  verb  “aggen”  occurs  a  number  of 
tiincs  in  the  Jewish  Aramaic  translations  of  the  Hcbrew  Bible, 
almost  always  in  the  context  of  God’s  salvific  activity.  The 
Syriac  translators  of  the  New  Testament  evidcntly  ii^hcrited  the 
term  from  Jewish  Aramaic  and  used  it  in  a  number  'of  different  ' 
passages,  including  Luke  1:35.  Among  the  other  passages:  where 
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thc  translators,  employcd  this  verb  ‘'aggen”  are  John  1:14  (where 
the  Greek  has  ‘The  Word  dwclt,  or  tahcrnaclcd,  among  us’) 
and  Acts  10:44  and  11:15  (where  thc  Greek  h x$  ‘the  Spirit  fccl 
upon...’). 


As  wa$  the  case  with  Gencsis  1:2,  so  too  with  Luke  1:35 
there  has  bcen  a  difTerenc.c  of  opinion  about  its  précisé  intcrpre- 
tation.  Is  ‘the  Power  of  the  Most  High’  the  saine  as  ‘the  Holy 
Spirit’  earlier  in  the  verse,  or  is  the  Power  ' to  be  identified  as 
the  divine  Word?  On  thc  wholc  one  can  say  that  East  Syrian 
exegètical  tradition  identified  the  Power  as  a  synonyra  for  the 
Iloly  Spirit,  while  West  Syrian  tradition  normilly  understood 
the  Power  of  the  Most  High’  to  refer  to  the  pre-cxistcnt  Word; 
sevéral  exceptions  can,  howevcr,  l>e  found  to  this  pattern  of  in¬ 
terprétation  in  both  traditions.  In  the  case  of  the  West  Syrian 
tradition  it  is  clear  that  the  Pcshitta’s  use’  of  the  same  verb, 

aSSen  at  John  1:14  has  been  influential,  for  there  thc  Word 
is  subjcct  of  the  verb.  ‘  . 


In  view  of  this  différence  over  the  interprétation  of  Luke 
1.35,  one  would  expect  to  find  réminiscences  of  Luke  1:35,  where 
the  ,Holy  Spirit  is  understood  to  be  the  subject  of  the  verb 
overshadow’,.  only  in  East  Syrian  liturgical  texts,  and  not  in 
\\  est  Syrian  ones.  This,  howevcr,  is  not  the  case,  and  in  fact 
we  find  many  such  réminiscences  in  both  liturgical  traditions. 


It  is  particularly  significant  when  reminlscencçs  of  Luke 
1-35  occur  in|  the  Epiclesis  of  the  Eucharistie  I.  iturgy.  In  thc 
East  Syrian  liturgical  tradition  this  occurs  in  thc  East  Syrian 
Anaphora  of  Théodore,  where  the  invocation  opens  With  the 
words  May  the  grâce  of  the  Holy  Spirit  corne  upon  us  and 
upon  this  oflering  and  résidé  in  and  overshadow  this  bread...’ 
In  V\  est  Syrian  Anaphoras  the  use  of  ‘overshadow’  in  the  epi* 
clcsis  is  especially  common,  and  the  example  quoted  above, 
from  the  Anaphora  of  St.  John  Ghrysostom/  is  only  one  out  of 
many  Anaphoras  where  ‘overshadow’  is  used  at  this  point. 


.  ■  i  .  ,  :  ,  -  v/Ii;  : 

lhe  use  of  thc  word  ‘overshadow’  in  the  epiclesis  deli- 
berately  draws  attention  to  the  important  parallelism  i  between 
the  activity  of  thc  Spirit  over  Mary  and  thc  activity  of  the  Spirit 


over  thc  eucharistie  Offerings.  In  his  Commentary  on  the  Li- 
turgy  thc  Syrian  Orthodox  writer  Moshe  bar  Kepha  says 


Just  as  the  Holy  Spirit  dcscended  to  the  womb  of  Mary 
(as  the  angel  said,  ‘for  the  Holy  Spirit-  shall  corne...’), 
and.  made  thc  body  of  God  the  Word  from  the  llesh  of 
the  Virgin  ,  so  too  thc  Spirit  descends  on  the  bread 
and  wine  on  the  altar  and  makes  them  into  the  Body 
and  the  Blood  of  God  the  Word  which  originated  from 
the  Virgin.  Jv*  • 

...  * .  . .  »  •  >  r  » ■  '  J  •  î 

The  implications  of  this  implicit  parallelism  between  the 
Annundation  and  the  Eucharist  are  important.  Atjthe  Annun- 
ciation  Mary’s  willing  co-operation  with  .the  Spirit  resulted  in 
the  birtli  from  her  of  God  the  Word;  at  thc  Euçharist  there 
are  two1  different  aspects  of  thc  activity  of  thc  Spiri^Xii^tly, 
through  thc  Church’s  faithful  co-operation  with  the  ^piy;; Spii  it 
at  tlie  Epiclcsis,  the  eucharistie  Olferings  arc  transfbrïnttd  and 
becomc  thc  Body  and  Blood  of  Christ;  sccoridly,  if  those  who 
reccive'  Communion  imitatc  Mary’s  .willing  co-operation  with 
the  Holy  Spirit,  they  too  will  givc  birth  spiritually  to'God  thc 
Word.  Tlius  the  eighth-century  East  Syrian  mystic,  Joseph 
the  Visionary,  writes  in  a  prayer  to  bé  .recited  beforc.  Comm¬ 
union,  ‘May  I  reccive  you, 'Lord,'  not  into’  the  stomhch  which 
belongs  to  thc  body’s  limbs,  but  into  the  womb  of  my  mind, 
so  that  you  may  bc  conceived  there,  as  in  thc  womb  of  the 
Virgin’. 


Syriac  liturgical  texts .  are  full  of  such  biblical  rémini¬ 
scences,  and  thc  theological  richness  of  these  texts  will  only 
become  truly  apparent  when  these  réminiscences  and  allusions^ 
are  recognized.  Sometimes  these  allusions  refer  to  wording 
which  is  found  uniqucly  in  the  Pcshitta  (this  applies  to  some 
extent,  at  least,  to  the  .two  examples  quoted  above;  it  also 
applies  notably  to  the  form  of  the  Sanctus  in  the  Syriac  liturgies, 
for  thc  wording  ‘heaven  and  earth  are  fullN  of  his  “praises 
l(rather  than  ‘his  glory’)  is  taken  from'  thè^  Peshitta  itcxt  ol 
Usaiah  6:3).  Bccause  Syriac  liturgical  prayers  knd  hymns  arc  so 
soaked  in  the  phraseology  of  the  Syriac  Bible,  we  can  accordingly 
sec  the  importance  of  having  translations  based  on  the  j  Peshitta 
for  the  purposes  of  liturgical  rcadings  from  the  Bible. 


SECTION  VIII 


the  peshitta  as  the  basis  for 

SYRIAC  SPIRITUALITY 


The  Peshitta  is  the  source  for  a  grcat  many  ternis  whicli 
wcrc  to  becoine  important  in  the  history  of  Syriac  spirituality. 
Bcforc  looking  at  a  few  of  these  in  more  detail,  \ve  can  notice 
the  following  in  passing: 

the  term  “rushma”,  or  'mark’,  is  rugularly  used  in  carly 
Syriac  literaiure  for  the  baptismal  anointing  on  the  forehead  (or, 
by  extension,  it  mav  also  refer  to  the  whole  baptismal  rite).  The 
source  for  the  term  is  the  Peshitta  text  of  Ezekicl  9:4,.  where  the 
pi  ophet  Ezekicl  lias  a  vision  of  the  slaughtcr  of  the  guiltv  in 
Jérusalem;  in  this  vision  'a  man  clothed  in  linen’,  cvidcntly 
an  angelic  being,  .  is  told  by  God  to  pass  through  the  city  of 
Jérusalem  and  ‘put  a  mirk  ‘‘rushma”  on  the  foreheads  of 
those  who  groan  in  torment  over  ail  the  abominations  and  evil 
doings  that  are  being  performed  in  the  city’.  In  Hebrew  the- 
word  for  mark’  hcre  is  “taw”,  the  letter  T,  whosc  shape  in 
the  old  Hebrew  script  was  that  ofa  cross.  At  the  prc-bapti- 
smal  anointing  the  priest  anoints  a  cross  on  the  forehead  of  the 
person  being  baptized  with  oil,  which  symbolizes  (among  many 
other  things)  protection  against  the  forces  of  evil. 

in  East  Syrian  writers  like  St.  Isaac  of  Nineveh  (7th  ccntury) 
concept  of  pure  prayer’  becomes  a  very  important  onc.  The 
only  biblical  version  where  the  actual  term  ‘pure  prayer’  occurs 
is  the  Peshitta,  at  1  Chroniclcs  16:42:  ‘These  holy-men  (who 
were  ministering  before  the  Ark  of  the  Covenant)  gave  praisc. 
not  with  musical  instruments  of  praise,  ..  but  with  a  joyful  moutli 
and  with  pure  and  perfect  prayer’. 

’  ai  •  . 

'  •  t 

onc  of  the  central  concepts  of  Syriac  spirituality  is  the  idéal  of 
shafyutha  ;  the  Syriac  term  has  no  single  English  équivalent, 
but  covers  a  whole  variety  of  different  idcas,  such  as  ‘lucidity, 
luminosity,  purity,  clarity,  serenity’.  In>  the  Syriac  Bible 
there  area  number  of  .important  passages  where  the  .adjectivc 
shafya  ,  clear,  luminous’,  etc.,  occurs;  in  sonie  of  these  the 


tcrm  is  uscd  to  describe  a  path  or  way,  such  as  Isaiah  26:7, 
‘Straight  and  clcar  (“shafya”)  is  the  way  of  the  rightcous’.  '  But 
the  most  important  passage  is  Luke  8:15,  whcre  the  term  is 
associatcd  with  thelieart:  ‘The  seed  in  the  good  ground  refers 
to  those  who  hear  the  Word  with  a  lümirious'  '(“shafya”)  and 
good  heart’  (the  Greek  has  ‘an  excellent  and  good  heart’)* 
Taking  this  as  their  starting  point,  latcr  Syriac  writers  ’  fre- 
qucntly  refer.  to  the  idéal  of  “shafyut  lebbà”,  ‘luminosity  of  heart’- 

—  another  important  and  distinctive  term  in  the  history  of  Sy¬ 
riac  spirituality  is  “msarrquta”  ‘self-emptying’;  this  is  used 
both  in  the  sense  of  the  stripping  away.  of  external  possessions, 
and  in  an  interior  sense,  ‘the  self-emptying  of  heart’,  the  stripp¬ 
ing  away  of  self-will  in  order  to  follow  the  will  of  Christ.-  -  Such 
‘self-emptying’  is  in  fact  an  imitation  of  Ghrist’s  own'  self-empty¬ 
ing,  based  on  St.  Paul’s  letter  to  the  Philippians  2:7,  ‘Christ  empt- 
ied  (“sarreq”)  himself,  taking  the  form  of  a  servant. 

1  •  '  .  *  i 

—  Syriac  tradition  makes  great  use  of  the  imagery  of  clothing 
in  expressing,  many  different  theological  idcas.  In  particular,  the 
theme  of  the  ‘robe,  or  garinent,  of  glory/praisc’  is  commonly 
used  to  describe  the  whole  course  of  salvation  history:  in  Paradisc 
Adam  and  Eve  were  clothed  in  the  garment  of  glory  before  their 
disobedicnce  to  God’s  command.  At  the  Fall  humanity  lost 
this  garment,  and  the  whole  purpose  of  the  Incarnation  was  to 
makc  it  possible  for  humanity  to  put  on,  once  again,  this  gar¬ 
ment  of  glory;  to  bring  this  about,  God  the  Word  ‘put  on  the 
body’  at  the  incarnation,  and  then,  at  his  Baptism  in  the  river 
Jordan,  lie  places  the  garment  of  glory  in  the  Jordan  water, 
ready  for  the  individual  Christian  to  put  on  at  his  or  hcr  bap¬ 
tism  in  the  baptismal  water.  In  this  world  the  baptized  possess 
this  garment  of  glory  in  potcntial,  but  it  only  becomes  a  reality 
in  the  world  to  corne  — provided  they  hâve'  kept  thé  garment  ün- 
sullicd  by  sin  in  the  présent  life.  The  image  of  thé  robe  or  gar¬ 
ment  of  glory  thus  links  together  ail  the  main  points  in  salvation 
histo/y,  and  thus  vividly  brings  home  the  close  relationship  be- 
tween  the  individual  Christian  today  and  these  past  events  in 
salvation  history.  Earliest  Syriac  christianity  evidently  took  the 
idca  of  Adam  and  Eve  being  clothed  in  paradise  with  the  robe 
of  glory  from  an  early  Jewish  interprétation  of  Genesis  3:21  (thel 
phrase  docs  nor  occur  in'  the  Peshitta  text  of  that  passage):  al- 
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tliough  thc  Hebrew,  Greek  and  Syriac  tc.xts  therc  spcak  of  ‘gir- 
ments  of  skin’  being  providcd  for  Adam  and  Eve,  the  Jcwish 
Aramaic  translation,  knowu  as  the  Targum,  interprets  thetn  as 
‘garments  of  honour/glory’;  similarly,  a  fainous  Rabbi,  Rabbi 
Meir,  is  said  to  hâve  had  a  Hebrew  text  which  rcad  ‘garments 
of  light  "(’or)”,  instcad  of ‘garments  of  skin  “(‘or)”  Accord- 
ing  to  this  interprétation  these  garments  of  glory  or  light  br- 
longcd  to  Adam  and  Eve  “before”  the  Fall,  whercas,  accord- 
ing  to  the  normal  translation,  ‘garments  of  skin’,  thev  werc 
given  to  them  “after”  the  Fall  (thc  Hebrew  text  could  bc  in- 
terpreted  either  way,  as  far  as  the  point  in  time  is  conccrncd). 
Although  the  Syriac  translators  of  thc  Peshitta  did  not  introducc 
this  idca  at  Genesis  3:21,  they  do  allnde  to  it  in  soinc  other 
passages;  thus  at  Psalm  8:6  the  Peshitta  has  ‘you  (God)  crcated 
man  a  little  less  than  the  angels;  in  honour  and  glory  did 
you  “clothe”  him’  (the  Hebrew  and  the  Greek  both  bave 
‘crown  him’,  not  ‘clothe  him’)-  Likewisc  at  Psalm  132:16  the 
Peshitta  (but  not  the  Hebrew  and  Greek)  speaks  of  ‘glory’  as 
thc  clothing  of  thc  just.  In  the  Peshitta  New  Testament  the 
translators  hâve  introduced  the  idea  of  the  Incarnation  as  ‘pott¬ 
ing  on  the  body’  at  two  places  in  the  Letter  to  thc  Hcbrews: 
at  Hcbrews  5:7  Christ  is  dcscribed  as  ‘being  elothed  in  flesh’ 
(thc  Greek  has  ‘in  the  clays  of  bis  flesh!);  and  at  Hcbrews  10:5 
(wherc  Psalm  40  is  quoted  as  a  prophecy  of  Christ)  the  Syriac 
has  ‘You  elothed  me  in  a  body’,  whcrcas  the  Greek  has  ‘You 
prepared  a  body  for  inc’. 

wc  bave  alrcady  seen  thc  importance  of  thc  tenu  “aggen” 
(based  espccially  on  Luke  1:35  and  John  1:14)  in  the  Syriac 
lituigical  tradition.  In  some  later  Syriac  writers  (notably  St. 
Isaac  of  Nincvch)  thc  term  also  becaine  an  important  one  for 
describing  the  transforming  action  of  the  Holy  Spirit  on  thc  in- 
.terior,.  ‘altôr  of  the  heart’.  . 

Ail  thèse  terms  are  based  on  some  distinctive  feature  to 
be  found  only  in  the  Syriac  Bible.  Therc  arc,  of  course,  many 
other  biblical  terms  which  arc  likewisc  characteristic  of  Syriac 
spirituality,  but  these  are  also  to  be  found  in  the  Greek  and 
Hebrew,  as  vvell  as  in  the  Svriac  Bible. 

.  ,  t  »  ■  .  .  ‘ 

Furthcr  information  on  this  subject  eau  bc  found  in  the 
Course  on  Syriac  Spirituality.  O  O 
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l.  The  following  passage,  John  6:1—12,  illustrâtes  the  gelation- 
ship  between  the  two  Old  Syriac  manuscripts,  S  [Sinaiticus]  and 
C  [Curetonian],  and  the  Peshitta  [P].  For  much  of  the  time  they 
arc  ncarly  identical,  but  tovvards  the  end,  especially,  there  are 
places  where  they  differ.  The  translation  is  deliberatcly  very 
litcral;  (..)  dénotés  words  supplied  for  the  sake  of  English  idiom; 
[..]  dénotés  passages  where  S  is  illcgiblc. 

John  6:1  SCP  Aftcr  thèse  things  our  Lord  (Jésus  CP)  went  to 
the  far  sidc  of  the  lake  (sca  P)  of  Galilée  of  Tibcrias,  2  and 
there  went  aftcr  him  a  great  crowcd  (many  crowds  P),  for  they 
wcrc  sccing  the  signs  which  lie  was  performing  upon  (on  P)  the 
sick.  3  And  our  Lord  (Jésus  CP)  went  up  to  the  mountain,  and 
there  hc  was  sitting  with  his  disciples. 

4  S  And  there  was  close  at  hand  the  Fcast  of  Unlcavcned 
Brcad  of  the  Jews. 

4  C  And  there  was  close  at  hand  Pcsakh,  the  Fcast  of  the  Jews- 

4  P  Now  there  was  close  at  hand  the  Fcast  of  Pascha  of  the 

Jews; 

5  SCP  And  our  Lord  (Jésus  CP)  lifted  up  his  eyes  and  saw  a 
great  crowd  (C  many  crowds)  that  had  corne  to  him.  And 

(S  omits)  he  said  to  Philip,  From  where  shall  wc  buy  brcad  for 
thèse  peoplc  to  cat  (C  so  that  these  peoplc  may  cat;  P  for  thèse 
to  cat)?  6  Now  hc  as  if  testing  him  asked  him  (P  Now  this  hc 
said,  testing  him);  for  hc  himself  knew  w’hat  hc  was  going  to  do. 
Philip  said  to  him,  Two  hundred  denarii  of  bread  is  not  suffici- 
ent  for  them,  though  they  cat  very  little  (P  though  cach  onc  take 
very  little). 

8  One  of  his  disciples  said  to  him,  whosc  namc  was  Andrew 
(CP  Andrew  was  his  namc),  the  brother  of  Simon  Kepha:. 

9  S  On  a  boy  there  is  herc  fivc  loaves  of  barley  and  two  fislics, 
9  C  There  is  a  boy  herc  who  has  on  him  five  loaves  of  barley 

and  two  fishes,  : 

9  P  There  is  here  a  boy  who  has  on  him  fivc  loaves  of  barley 

and  two  fishes, 

S  but  for  ail  these  what  will  they  do? 

CP  but  what  will  these  do  for  ail  these? 
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10  S  He  said  to  them,  Make  the  peuple  recline.  Now  there  was 
much 

10  G  Jésus  said.  Go,  make  the  peuple  rcclinc  by  groups.  Now 
there  was  much 

10  1  Jésus  said  to  them,  Get  ail  these  to  rccliue.  Now  there 
was  much 

S  grass  in  the  place.  He  said  to  them,  Go,  make  the  peoplc 
recline  on  the 

C  grass  in  that  place.  And  the  peuple  reclined,  in  number 
five  thousand. 

1  grass  in  the  place.  And  the  men  reclined,  in  number  five 
thousand. 

1  I  S  And  when  they  had  ni  tde  them  recline,  then  Jésus  took 
those  five 

^  ^  And  Jésus  took  those 

*  ^  ^  And  Jésus  look  the 

S  (pièces  of)  brc.ad  and  the  two  fishes,  and  lie  raised  his 
[eye  :]  to  heaven 

G  (pièces  of}  bread, 

1’  bread , 

S  and  blesscd  and  divided  for  his  disciples  [  ] 

and  blesscd  and  gave  to  those  who  were  rcclining.  And 
likewise  also 

1  and  blesscd  and  divided  to  those  who  were  .rcclining. 
And  likewise  also 

S  ['  ] 

C.  VVith  the  fish,  as  much  as  they  wanted. 

1’  from  the  fish,  as  much  as  they  wanted. 

12  SCP  And  when  they  were  satisfied,  he  said  to  his  disciples, 

Gather  the  fragments  so.that  nothing  (P  lest  anything; 

C  +  at  ail)  perish. 

13  S  And  they  gathered  the  fragments  which  were  left  over  from 

them 

13  C  And  they  gathered 

13  P  And  they  gathered 

S  and  they  1  illcd  twelve  baskets  with  what  was  left  over  from 
those  five 

G  and  they  fillcd  twelve  baskets  of  fragments  from  the  five 

1  and  they  1  illcd  twelve  baskets  of  fragments  which  were  left 

over 
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S  loavcs  of  barley  and  thosc  two  fishcs.  Novv  thc  mcn  who 
werc  cating  of  this  bread  wcre  five  thousand. 

C  (pièces)  of  barley  bread,  what  was  left  over  by  those  who 
ate. 

P  by  those  who  ate  from  thc  five  (pièces  of)  bread. 

2.  1  Peter  3:9—21. 

The  Pcshitta  is  quite  often  offers  an  interprétative  transla¬ 
tion  in  the  Letters  of  Paul,  James  and  Peter.  If  one  compares 
the  following  translation  from  thc  Pcshitta  with  one  of  the 
standard  English  translations  from  the  Greek,  one  will  discovcr 
a  number  of  small  différences. 

Peter  3:9”  For  the  rcason  why  you  hâve  been  callcd  is  in 
order  that  you  may  inherit  thc  blcssing.  10  Therefore,  who- 
ever  wishes  for  life  (or:  salvation)  and  desires  to  sec  good  times, 
lie  should  guard  his  tonguc  from  evil,  and  let.  his  lips  not  utter 
any  dcceit.  11  Let  him  cross  over  from  ,  evil,  and  do  what  is 
good:  let  him  scck  for  peacc,  and  run  after  it..  12  For  the  eyes 
of  the  Lord  are  upon  the  righteous:  his  ears  arc  (thcrc)  to  hcar 
them.  But  the  Lord’s  face  is  (also)  upon  the  wicked.  13  Who 
will  do  evil  to  you  if  you  are  zcalous  for  what  is  good?  14  And 
if  you  should  suffer  for  the  sake  of  justice,  blcsscd  are  you;  and 
hâve  no  fear  for  those  who  try  to  frighten  you,  and  do  not  lie 
upset.  15  Instead,  cry  ‘holy’  to  the  Lord  Christ  in  your  hearts, 
and  be  prepared  to  make  a  defcnce  to  àll  who  rcquire  of  you 
some  word  concerning  thc  hope  of  your  faith,  16  (doing  so)  in 
humility  and  in  fear,  having  a  good  conscience,  so  that  those 
who  speak  against  you,  as  if  against  wicked  people,  may  be 
ashamed  as  people  who  abuse  your  beautiful  way  of  life  in  Christ. 
17  For  it  is  bénéficiai  for  you  that,  while  perfoming  good  Works, 
you  should  endure  evil,  if  this  is  the  will  of  God,  rather  than 
(that  this  should  happen)  when  you  perform  evil.  18.  For  Christ 
top  once  died  for  our  sins:  a  just  person  on  bchalf  of  sinners,  in 
order  to  bring  you  close  to  God.  Hc  both  died  in  the  body  and 
came  to  life  in  spirit.  19  And  hc  prcached  to  the  soûls  which 
wcre  held  in  Sheol,  20  thc  oncs  which  of  old  had  not  been  obedi- 
ent  in,  thc  days  of  Noah,  when  God’s  patience  gave  orders  that 
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there  should  be  the  Ark,  in  the  hopc  of  their  repentance— but 
only  eight  soûls  entered  it  and  were  saved  in  the  water.  21  You 
too  in  that  saine  raanner  (lit erally,  type)  arc  alive  (or:  saved)  in 
baptism— not  washing  your  body  of  dût,  but  acknowledging  God 
with  a  pure  conscience,  and  the  résurrection  of  Jésus  Christ  who 
vas  raised  up  to  heaven,  where  hc  is  at  the  right  hand  of  God; 
and  the  angels,  authoritics  and  powers  hâve  been  subjected  to 
hini. 

The  expansion  in  verse  20  is  of  particular  interest,  for  the 
translator  is  clearly  aware  of  the  Jewish  tradition  (taken  up  by 
Aphrahat  and  Ephrem)  that  God  providcd  a  long  time  for  the 
building  of  the  Ark  in  order  that  everyone  should  hâve  a  chance 
to  repent. 

FOR  FURTHER  READING 

For  the  Pcshitta  Old  Testament  there  is  a  good  cncyclo- 
paedia  article  by  the  Estonian  Syriac  scholar  A.  Voobus,  in  the 
Supplementarv  volume  to  the  Intcrpreter’s  Dictionary  of  the 
Bible  (197G),  848—54.  A  more  up  to  date  one  is  to  be  publishcd 
before  long  in  the  Anchor  Dictionary  of  the  Bible.  In  Frencli 
there  is  a  more  detailed  article  by  G  van  Puyvelde  in  the  Dict¬ 
ionnaire  de  la  Bible,  Supplément  VI  (196(1),  under  the  heading 
‘Orientales,  versions’.  Ail  lhese  articles  also  cover  the  Syriac 
New  Testament  as  well. 

For  the  various  Syriac  versions  of  the  New  Testament, 
there  is  a  good  chaptcr  in  B.  M.  Metzgcr,  Early  Versions  of  the 
New  Testament  (1977). 

A  more  detailed  Select  Bibliography  for  the  Syriac  Bible 
is  available  at  SEERI. 

For  translations  of  some  of  the  Dialogue  poems  mentioncd 
in  Section  6,  sec  S.  Brock,  Sogiatha:  Syriac  Dialogue  Hymns 
(The  Syrian  Ghurches  Sériés  XI,  1987;  ed.  Jacob.  Vdlian). 

For  passages  illustrating  the  interprétation  of  John  19:34 
(  Section  5)  sec  S  Brock,  Studies  in  Syriac  Spirituality  (Syrian 
Ghurches  Sériés  13,  1988;  ed  Jacob  Vellian),  chapter  7. 
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QUESTIONS 


{The  answors  shouid  be  brief  and  to  the  point.  They  should 
reach  The  Director.  S.  C.  C.  latest  by  31st  of  March,  1989.] 


1  "Viftually  ail  carly  biblical  translations  arc  basically  text- 
oricnted,  ratlier  than  readcr-oricntcd”.  Explain. 

2  VVhat  are  thc  conséquences  of  the  distinction  between  scrip¬ 
tural  aulhcnticity  and  literary  authenticity,  vvhich  hâve  affec* 
tcd  the  translations  of  the  Bible? 

3  Write  short  notes  on: 

1.  Pcshitta  2.  Diatcssaron  3.  Early  Syriac  Gonimentarics 
on  the  Bible  4.  Biblical  Interprétation  in  thc  Syriac  Tradi¬ 
tion. 

4  Briefly  dcscribe  some  of  thc  inost  important  features  charac- 
ttristic  of  the  Syriac  tradition  in  thc  use  of  thc  Syriac  Bible 
for  preaching. 

5  Show  how  the  phrascology  of  thc  Syriac  Bible  is  ingrained  in 
thc  pravers  and  hymns  of  thc  Syriac  Liturgies. 

G  Bring  ont  the  relation  between  Syriac  Spirituality  and 
I’eshitta. 
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